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Stone Cold Heart

In the early evening dusk, Jess Stone lay on her stomach in the twenty foot high rubble of a demolished church, underneath a black and gray city-scape tarp intended to camouflage her position. A sharp-edged chunk of debris dug into her lower rib cage, the scope of the Remington M24 cool and familiar against her face.

Her standard uniform of jeans, running shoes, and plain black t-shirt rendered her just another anonymous and transient relief worker...which she was actually. A black baseball cap hid her distinctive multi-hued blonde hair. The paper mask kept out the contaminated dust from the destroyed buildings but did little to stem the overwhelming stench of decaying bodies.

Tanks rumbled through the destroyed coastal town, their public address system blasting warnings for citizens to stay in their homes, curfew was in effect. The threat was a joke. Ninety percent of the people in the town didn’t have homes left. Those who did were terrified to go back inside. In the fetid, humidity choked air, the tent cities erected in the parks and on the beach were seething masses of the injured and shock struck.

The substandard construction in the small country had never been enough to withstand the angry might of Mother Nature. Buildings had toppled like a stack of Tinkertoys, and left crumbling cement walls with twisted rebar poking out of the jagged ruins like a skeletal hand.

Trapped in the concrete pieces that littered the ground, the heat from the tropical day seared through her thin sturdy clothing. The stank of the raw sewage that ran in rivulets through the streets overpowered the salt-laden breeze off the ocean. People, covered with the grit of pulverized buildings and humans, shuffled along with blank vacant stares. Two weeks after the quake, still in shock, their lives decimated first by nature and then kicked and beaten by the ineffectiveness of a flawed relief system. Hundreds of humanitarian agencies had descended on the population duplicating efforts and yet completely missing the need in other areas. The government was ostensibly trying to coordinate the effort, however the mass chaos was undeniable.

Through the Leupold Ultra M3 fixed power sight, she tracked the movements of Henri LeRoy, leader of this tiny island nation, violator of human rights and dignity, and all around poor excuse for a human being.

Sickness roiled in her stomach. The power bar she’d eaten for breakfast threatened to add to the rubble pile as she tried to figure out how in the hell she’d ended up here. Back behind a sniper rifle with the power over life and death trembling in the muscles of her right trigger finger.

Dammit. When she’d decided to take control of her life and quit the FBI, she hadn’t wanted to do this any more.

She’d wanted to be a simple relief worker. She’d wanted to connect with her family, brothers and mother.

But that bitch, fate, had slapped her upside the head and now here she was, where she’d sworn she never wanted to be again. Looking through the scope of a high-powered rifle, with a crystal clear head shot and a murky sense of right and wrong.

With little fanfare, she could blast LeRoy’s brain matter all over the silk-covered walls and the antique Louis the XIV scrolled chairs in the receiving room of his ridiculously elegant weekend mansion which, since built properly, had sustained minimal damage. Her muscles twitched with the knowledge and acceptance that with one slow slide of her finger, the despotic, amoral leader would be history.

Jess didn’t want to kill him, didn’t want to be directly responsible for another death. She didn’t want this choice. She’d given up this kind of life. She’d left the FBI after a series of high stress cases to get away from the doubt and guilt that had crippled her. To make her own decisions about right and wrong rather than carry out the commands of her bosses.

But if Henri LeRoy lived, chances were astronomical that many other citizens would die.

And yeah, she’d probably been manipulated into this. Actually no probably about it. Assassination had not been listed as one of her duties when she’d joined Global Humanitarian Relief. Damn her brother anyway.

But now all she could do was lay here in the desecrated remains of the former church and hope that her special skill set wouldn’t be needed.

Fortunately, she was secondary backup.

And unless several things went horribly wrong, she would break down her weapon, get back to the relief aid encampment, back to actually helping people, and be out of here without ever firing her rifle.

Then she could hand out seed packets to her heart’s content and figure out what she was going to do next. If she’d stay with GHR and her brothers, or go. First, she had to get through the next two hours.

But if something did go wrong...she prayed that if she was called upon, she could make the right decision. Make the shot. Cold zero.





Two

60 hours earlier

 

“Are your shots up to date?”

No hello. Jack Stone, Jess’s oldest half-brother and more importantly her new boss, was direct and to the point. And she knew better than to interrupt his train of thought. “Yes.” She’d had her round of standard inoculations, Tdap, MMR and Hep A & B, including vaccinations for malaria, tuberculosis, and cholera, a month ago.

“My office. Now.”

Jess was finally going to get to go into the field. Her heart rate picked up and anticipation zoomed through her body as she mentally reviewed possibilities. But, with his sense of urgency, there was only one logical destination. She was going to Port-du-Bois in the Caribbean. Finally, she was going to get to do some good. Adrenaline flooded her body like a welcome and familiar drug, the buzz nearly making her light headed.

Jack twirled his finger, indicating she should close the door. “Time is critical” 

Keisha Johnson, her least favorite employee and sometimes nemesis at the Global Humanitarian Relief headquarters in Monterey, sat in the other chair. Jess didn’t even know why the woman didn’t like her but she knew she didn’t. And the feeling was mutual. Something about Keisha rubbed her the wrong way. Jess thought she might have a thing for Jack, but since Jack was her brother, she couldn’t come up with any reason that Keisha would be threatened by her. After all, Keisha knew that Jack was her brother. Keisha was in her early thirties, with kinky black hair, mocha skin, striking hazel eyes, but more importantly she had a killer brain. And an attitude the size of the Pacific Ocean.

Dressed in faded camo pants and a tight army green t-shirt, her youngest brother Connor leaned against the credenza behind Jack’s desk arms crossed over his impressive chest.

Jess’s heart sunk a little. She wasn’t Connor’s favorite person. Never had been. He’d never come out and said it but she knew that he resented her. He’d been the baby of the house until she and her mother had come to live with them when Jess and Connor had been eight. Their relationship had always been a bit strained. But with the chip he had on his shoulder, his relationship with everyone was a bit strained. Although it seemed like lately he’d been making an effort to move beyond it.

Her pleasure dimmed. She’d been hoping her first mission wouldn’t involve Connor. But she’d get over it.

The door swung open and her middle brother, Riley, sauntered in looking like James Bond right before he hit the baccarat tables. Smoothly shaven jaw, sharp cheekbones, and eyes the color of Ireland’s green grass, Riley could charm the pants off the even the most virulent of man haters. It was a gift. He didn’t just charm though, Riley was the consummate protector and he truly loved women. His charm was genuine and heartfelt no matter the woman’s age, looks, or disposition.

Jess’s spirits lifted. Maybe she’d be going with Riley. Except, based on his beautifully tailored suit and designer tie, he didn’t appear ready to hit an earthquake-ravaged country.

Ava Sanchez, Jack’s sweet and gorgeous assistant, began to close the door gently. Her gaze swept the room, skipped over Riley and cast a fleeting, longing look at Connor, before carefully averting her attention. Huh.

“Now that we’re all here,” Jack said gruffly. Jack had been her hero since the day she and her mother had moved into their father’s mansion on Seventeen Mile Drive and he’d picked her up and given her a welcoming hug and a giant smile. Jess’s heart flooded with love for her half-brother, who had convinced her to come work for GHR, overly responsible for taking care of the world or at least his little corner of it. “Let’s get started.”

Keisha dismissed Jess, and cut her gaze back to her phone before focusing back on their boss.

Jess had spent the last several months learning the ins and outs and logistics of humanitarian aid relief. A far cry from her work as an elite sniper for the FBI, when she’d prepped for targeted killings, a fancy, legally-sanctioned term for assassinations, but she had voluntarily retired from her prior employment.

When Jack had requested that she come work at his company, she’d thought long and hard about the offer. As a child, she never quite fit in. She came to live with them late. She was a girl to their rough boys. Sometimes she wondered if she were incapable of more meaningful connections. As if her heart was stone cold and unable to warm. Except she loved her mother, she adored her big brothers, Jack and Riley. Hell, she even loved Connor. But she’d still felt like that kid staring in the window longingly.

The same thing occurred at the FBI. She was a woman, plenty of those, but women snipers were still rather rare, and she never quite fit in. So after careful consideration, she made the choice to go after what she wanted.

She was going to connect with her brothers, maybe even Connor. And now she was going to be doing good. Not killing people. And she was thrilled.

If she missed that heady rush of adrenaline, the positives of her new situation outweighed the negatives. The logistics of surveillance, the mental calculations of vantage points, line of sight, and wind velocity, the unknowns of security and extraction, were behind her now. And while she had an occasional niggle of regret because she missed the heart pounding anticipation and rush, she was beyond happy to be helping control chaos, not inciting it.

She wasn’t going to lie though. Being in the office, rather than in the field, had been a huge change of pace. She was ready for some action.

“You’re going to Port-du-Bois.” He tossed pictures across his desk.

Hot damn, she’d been right. Adrenaline fluttered through her blood, lighting her up like a familiar friend. She just knew that helping the people of the disaster-ravaged island would give her the same rush as she’d experienced in her previous law enforcement life. Hopefully.

Port-du-Bois. The tiny Caribbean island nation had been decimated by an earthquake two weeks ago.

GHR had been monitoring the situation there since the disaster occurred.

“What’s the plan?” Keisha, already thumbing coded notes into her smart phone, got right to the point. She was an efficient bitch. Jess would give her that.

“You’ve got four hours before you go wheels up.”

Four hours wasn’t much time.

But Jess’s ‘go bag’ had been packed since her first week on the job. At a moment’s notice, she was ready to go save the world from itself. God, she couldn’t wait.

“Cover?” Keisha asked.

Cover? Jess hadn’t been with Global Humanitarian Relief long, but why would they need a cover?

Jack shot Keisha a pointed look, then turned to Jess.

“You’re a relief grunt, and security detail, which gives you permission to carry under the island military restrictions.” Jack addressed Jess, “The situation is unstable enough that I want you armed and ready to protect.”

Guns. It wasn’t that she minded. Hell she’d spent the first six years of her career shooting weapons regularly.

When she interviewed for this job she had known her weapons experience was a plus. Everyone else in the company, except Ava, was former military. But still it was on the tip of her tongue to resist until her brother spoke as if knowing that her gut reaction was to argue. “We aren’t the fucking Red Cross and I refuse to leave my people unprotected.”

For a moment, shadows flickered in his stippled hazel gaze before he cut back to Keisha. “You’ll be coordinating seed and water purification tablet distribution. The boxed supplies are on shrink-wrapped pallets and already on their way.” The slow measured look he gave Keisha seemed to indicate something more weighty.

Jess paused at the silent communication between them, and a frisson of unease overshadowed her excitement. When Jack spoke again, her worries scattered.

“Our primary logistics coordinator will be a temporary guy, Colin Davies.”

Connor shot a surprised glance at Jack. “Not one of us?”

Jack had the grace to blush. “It isn’t a good idea for any former military Stone brothers to be in Port-du-Bois.”

Connor’s eyebrows rose and he gave a short nod.

“Colin is meeting you en route.” Jack aimed a remote at the television in the corner and turned up the sound. “He’s already been briefed.”

Temporary guy? Who was Colin Davies? And why hadn’t she ever met him? And how did a new guy get in charge over Keisha? However, Keisha didn’t look pissed. Surprising.

“Once you get on island, he’ll assess the situation and give you orders,” Jack said. “And you’ll follow.”

Keisha was frowning as if she’d like to argue about something.

“Are you sure she’s ready?” If it had been anyone but Riley asking, it would have likely gotten Jess’s back up, but she knew he didn’t doubt her abilities, he just wanted to make sure she would be safe.

“She’s ready.” Jack aimed another slow measuring look, this time at Jess. The shadows in the swirls of his green and gold eyes, which changed colors depending on his mood, seemed vaguely threatening. Threatening? She was imagining things.

Jack finally said, “We need her.”

Both Connor and Riley tensed subtly. Not wanting to jeopardize her opportunity, Jess nodded confidently. But inside she wondered...what had that little flicker been all about? What wasn’t he telling her?





Three

42 hours earlier

 

The chopper’s rotor blades swirled, trying to suck her into the updraft, as the Sikorsky SH-3 Sea-King flown by the U.S. Marine Corps lifted up and away. Jess was surprised GHR had been able to use military resources to get them onto this ship but she wasn’t about to ask Keisha how GHR made that happen. She’d save that question for her big brother when she got home.

The ship’s engines ground beneath her feet with a subtle chug and her stomach let her know she wasn’t on land. Beside Jess, Keisha staggered and nearly fell. Not so perfect. As Jess managed to keep her sea legs, a little zing of triumph zipped through her.

Spotlights illuminated the LZ in blinding relief and cast the surrounding deck in darkness. A shadow detached from the murky side of the command tower. The silhouette was male. A little over six feet, lean, graceful, with something familiar in his movement as he sauntered toward them.

The glow from the landing pad bled over his features as he drew near. And when his face was revealed, her brain processed details. The arch of his brow, the almost aristocratic cheekbones, the sensual lips and windswept light brown hair. She’d barely slept in the last thirty hours which is why her brain didn’t make the leap at first. But...she knew this guy.

Intimately.

His name hadn’t been Colin when she’d had sex with him. It had been Niles. A stuffy name for a very not stuffy guy. Of course, they hadn’t exchanged last names so he likely didn’t know her last name was Stone. The sex had been smoking hot and a little too intimate for her comfort.

As a result, the last time she’d seen him, she’d been sneaking out of his hotel room at five in the morning, in a very small, very clingy little black dress, shoes dangling from two fingertips, after a particularly stressful op had almost gone totally south. As in dead south.

Jess’s gaze narrowed in on his face, watching his eyes, difficult in the encroaching darkness. He faltered, so briefly that if she hadn’t expressly been watching, she’d have missed it. 

Motor oil and sea water mixed in the air as the whup-whup-whup of the helo’s blades faded into the distance.

Without acknowledging any recognition, the new guy leaned down and grabbed the two extra duffels she and Keisha had brought. He jerked his head toward the door to the bunking quarters. They had several hours until the ship reached the island. It certainly seemed as if he didn’t plan on discussing old times. So that’s how this was going to play out.

Fine.

Of course, she looked a little different now. She’d changed her hair color, again. Now she had ribbons of blond and brown and mahogany. When they’d met before she’d had auburn hair. So maybe he really didn’t recognize her.

Her heart thumped in anticipation as she realized she was about to be a part of her first humanitarian mission. After years of working for the FBI, furthering the agenda of the U.S. government at the expense of her own morals in ethically gray areas, she was finally going to do something good.

Something worthy.

No killing involved.

Jess followed Niles, er, Colin.

But the niggling doubt that wormed into her consciousness at the exact moment she’d recognized him wouldn’t leave her alone. Uncertainty and apprehension rolled through her.

What was he doing here? Did her brother know Colin used to be SAS? That was a stupid thought. Sure he did. She was the only employee who wasn’t former military. And she was assuming that Niles...Colin was not still active duty.

They moved quickly to the covered deck area, the grind of the ship’s engines loud in the small enclosed space. “I’m Jess.” She shoved out her hand and braced for the contact.

“Colin.” He nodded without touching her.

“This is my first relief effort.” She volunteered the information hoping for more from him. Skills and training kicked in as she assessed him calmly.

“Brilliant,” he clipped.

She remembered him using that exact word when he slid inside her for the first time. Jess’s gaze shot to his, and for a moment, heat and memory blazed, burning his cool gray gaze hot.

But then the fire extinguished and she was left cold.

She was even colder when she considered his presence on this boat. What were the odds that he too had grown tired of the increasingly complicated ethics of international politics and government machinations and decided to go humanitarian? At the exact time as she had?

Pretty damn slim.

When she’d been pouring out her heart between bouts of sweaty sex, she’d revealed her vulnerability and her uncertainty about her chosen profession. But Niles had done no such thing.

So what did his presence mean?

It was a well known fact that most intelligence agencies sent in operatives during relief efforts in order to get the lay of land of unstable countries. Could that be his angle? But then how did he get hooked up with GHR? And did her brother know?

She had minimal facts about his former occupation. He’d calmly and efficiently defused the bomb in the Tube station when they met previously. He was British. And totally hot in bed. Beyond swooning over his accent while he went down on her, she didn’t know any more details about him.

They’d been in the right place at the wrong time and almost gotten themselves blown up, but luckily he’d been able to deactivate the explosives before the threatened deadline.

Jess had been the lookout in the small supply room, rifle trained on the crowd, vigilantly searching for anyone who looked out of place as the British police tried to calmly evacuate the crowded terminal. They’d both known that if something went wrong, they were dead. It had been the most terrifying and the most exciting hours of her life.

After cleaning up and several debrief interviews, including a mission post mortem, they’d both been nearly dead on their feet when they’d randomly met in the elevator of their hotel. Somehow the smoldering looks that had simmered throughout their time locked in a room with a ticking device had turned into a smoking hot encounter in his hotel room.

They’d planned to go to dinner, but when Jess met him in the hallway, clad in her sexy LBD that weighed about one ounce and left lots of room for her rifle and ammunition in her suitcase, they had stumbled into his room and never come out. Dinner had been forgotten in a haze of scorching lust.

Jess certainly couldn’t ask any questions about how he’d gotten from that op to this place. Not until they were alone. No way in hell was she exposing herself, or his past, to perfect Keisha.

Besides, Jess had no idea what or if Keisha had security clearance. Proper procedure would be to let it go. Their prior mission didn’t have any bearing on this humanitarian one...unless he wasn’t former SAS but had in some way insinuated into the GHR ranks in order to carry out a separate, subversive agenda.

She wasn’t going to let that happen.

 

***

 

Holy shite. He’d had sex with Jack Stone’s little sister.

When Jack had called to ask for a favor, and requested Colin head this op to keep an eye on his little sister, Colin had said yes in a heartbeat.

Thanks to a particularly hairy situation in Iraq a few years ago, he owed Jack his life. If Jack hadn’t covered for him, Colin would be six feet under in a miserable desert in an unmarked grave. So when Jack had asked, the answer had been an easy yes. The last few months on the job had been stressful and disheartening. He was getting tired of dealing with the dregs of humanity and defusing their attempts to destroy.  It was the perfect time to pay Jack back and Colin needed a break.

Jack had said in his gravelly ‘I mean business’ voice, “And just so we’re clear. Don’t touch my sister.”

Colin had figured no problem and replied, “Of course not.”

He would never in a million years betray his friendship with Jack over a woman. Not to be immodest, but he could get women whenever he wanted, he had no need to tread there. So what if he hadn’t had sex in about six months? Ever since he’d hooked up with a smoking hot FBI agent that he couldn’t seem to get out of his brain, his fantasies, or his dreams. He had figured keeping his hands off Jack’s little sis was a no brainer.

What were the fucking odds that the FBI agent he couldn’t get off his mind was also Jack’s sister? When they’d met, they hadn’t exactly exchanged life histories. Not even last names. Only extreme sexual pleasure for hours on end. And a few vulnerable moments in the dark.

His main objective for this mission had been to keep an eye on Jack’s little sis and make sure that the op had no problems so he could relieve his debt to his friend.

But bugger it all, he hadn’t been able to forget the way they had combusted in that hotel room. At the time he’d written it off to a serious excess of adrenaline and a case of ‘Thank God we’re alive, let’s have sex’ moment.”

Seeing her again, he had to admit that was a lie. They had exploded faster than PE4 with a high heat detonator. You got to know a person when your lives were on the line and you could be sharing your last moments on earth with them. She had been über-cool under pressure and still managed to crack a few jokes to relieve the tension.

He had admired her steadiness and calm in the face of possible death. And he’d been attracted to her even before he’d seen her in the hotel elevator. But when she’d arrived for dinner in that excuse for a dress, Colin’s lust had taken over his body and roared through him like an out of control Charing Cross train. The sex had been the best, culminating in the most amazing night of his life. He hadn’t been able to forget her. Now here she was, right in front of him.

And he couldn’t touch her. He’d promised Jack.





Four

 20 hours earlier

 

She hadn’t been able to get close to Colin Davies. When they disembarked from the ship, he had hit the ground at Mach speed, tersely issuing orders. “Stone, get the manifests for the pallets and double check that we have all our shipments. Sometimes things go missing.” 

Jess had nodded.

He handed her a clipboard and a heavy backpack. The heat of his body seemed to surround her with a suffocating attraction. To which he seemed oblivious, damn him. Colin said softly, “Here are your supplies. Keep them with you at all times.”

In training, she’d been warned to keep supplies on her person or they were likely to disappear. And if stuff disappeared, she’d be out of luck. Jess curled her arms through the pack and hefted the weight onto her shoulders. The familiar heaviness of her pack felt suspiciously like the twenty pounds of a Remington M24 SWS with a sound suppressor. Her sniper system of choice. What the hell? It was tempting to look inside right away but since she was deep in the chaos of the relief encampment, she wouldn’t check the contents until she was alone.

Since this was her first official job with GHR she needed to follow protocol to the letter, and protocol dictated that she keep the contents of her personal backpack private.

“Johnson, you need to set up a staging area.”

Keisha was the logistics person, setting up the trucks, distribution sites, and handling everything from the tents erected for the relief workers in the outlying field of the decimated airport, to coordinating with the local military when the roads were passable so that GHR could get the seed packets and water purification tablets in the hands of the inland villagers that needed them.

He barked out more orders as he split his attention between Jess, Keisha, and the SAT phone practically attached to his ear, and answered just about any question thrown at him. Jess wanted to get him alone for just a few minutes so that she could find out what he was really doing here.

But after twelve hours on the ground, she wondered if she’d ever be able to get him alone. And she really needed to talk to him about her duties. Although GHR served both the needs of the individual and the overall country, so far they hadn’t done anything but set up.

For her first time out, Jess was just a worker grunt. She hadn’t had time to train for anything else. She was also backup security, in case the local population got a little too restless while waiting in line for their supplies. Sadly it happened.

Colin was mainly supposed to be the second prong, the money guy, meeting with the small country’s leader to facilitate transferring the pledged funds into the country’s bank accounts so that the clearing of debris and then re-building of the infrastructure could get started. Although, once that was accomplished, he’d be in the thick of things helping distribute supplies as well.

After a really long day and no opportunity to speak to Colin, she had finally opened her pack.

She hated it but she’d been right.

When she’d gone to inspect the contents of her backpack, the elite sniper rifle stared back at her from the shadowed depths of the bag. This was no crowd control weapon and employee defense tool. This weapon was designed for one thing only.

Killing.

A heavy despair settled over her. What had she gotten herself into? And what hadn’t her brother told her? She’d like ten minutes alone in a room with Jack right now. The questions were piling up and she had no one to talk to.

She had no choice but seek out Colin Davies and find out just what the hell was going on.

Half an hour later, she approached his tent which served as both his office and his sleeping quarters. The heavy canvas structure was set off to the side, as close to the encroaching woods as it could get without actually being in the trees.

Jess knocked at the flap and then pushed her way inside.

The temperature outside had cooled to a sweltering ninety-five degrees. A battery run camp lantern hung over his workspace, giving off a soft glow and turning the atmosphere in the tent intimate.

Colin sat at his ‘desk’, a flimsy card table, looking no less dangerous or sexy than he had six months ago after he’d diffused the bomb. However, his attitude now came across as uninterested, even bored. As if he were completely unaffected by her presence, as if he hadn’t had his tongue down her throat within hours the first time they’d met.

“What do you need, Stone?” He signed a paper with a flourish and then looked up from the stack of shipping manifests and worn spiral notepad on the desktop.

“I need to talk to you about the contents of my backpack.”

“No, you don’t.” His mouth tightened, his full lips flattening so subtly that she wasn’t even sure she’d seen it as he looked at her without actually looking at her. It was a nifty trick.

“Uh, yeah, I really do.”

“I’d advise against it.” He was concentrating on the sheet in front of him and not giving her concerns the time of day. Since she was trained to notice small details she observed that his fingers stayed loose and firm on the pen he held. He wasn’t taking her seriously. And that pissed her off.

“Don’t freaking patronize me.” Her voice rose.

In a flash he had shoved back the metal folding chair and circled around the flimsy card table. He stood so close she could feel the heat from his body surround her. Like he was a magnetic tractor beam and she was a cross-section steel, sniper rifle receiver, her body gravitated toward him involuntarily. “This is not the time to raise your voice,” he said almost soundlessly, his words barely audible in the stifling confines of the dark tent.

God, she really wanted to step back, step away from the blinding attraction that hit her every time she was near him. But she recognized the unspoken words of his body language and she could not afford to show any weakness. She couldn’t let him know how much he affected her. Especially since he seemed completely unaware of her as a woman. So she stayed still, her body far too close to his, and focused on her larger problem. “This is not what I signed up for.”

If anything he leaned closer. Her heart thudded in her chest and her nipples beaded at the scent of warm, sweaty male and a slight hint of Taylor’s sandalwood and cedar aftershave. “You know your way around the contents, correct?”

He knew the answer. She’d used the same rifle in London last year.

“Why do I have a death stick?” she snapped in a soft voice. The privacy in the relief tent village was nonexistent and she sure didn’t want anyone else to hear their discussion about the contents of her bag.

Before she could blink, Colin wrapped his arms around her and cradled her close.

One of the things that struck her in London was the overwhelming physical reaction that hit her when they were in the same room. Her pulse slowed, her blood thudded through her veins, pooled in her groin, and tingled in the tips of her fingers. Oddly, the sensations were similar to her physiological responses when she was getting ready to take a shot.

Adrenaline dumped into her system as he nuzzled the ultra-sensitive spot behind her ear. For anyone observing them through the tent walls, their silhouettes would be highlighted by the lantern and create a completely different impression about what was happening between them. “Not now.”

Jess pressed away from his embrace before she lost all reason, fighting the instinct to snake her arms around him and put her tongue in his mouth.

She slung the bag onto the dirt floor at their feet. “When will be a good time?”

When he didn’t answer, she eyed the SAT phone on his desk. She really needed to talk to someone about this. If he wouldn’t answer, she’d call Jack.

Colin took note of where her gaze was focused. “Not a chance.”

Right. She knew that. The odds that satellite communications were being monitored was one hundred percent. “I’m not leaving this tent until I get some answers.”

He released her waistband and flexed his hands then curled them into fists, as if trying to resist touching her again. But they were still so close their bodies brushed with each inhale and exhale of breath. The temperature in the small tent ramped up about a thousand degrees. Her nipples tightened and her sex softened.

God, she was trying to resist the siren lure of lust that dumped into her system with the proximity of his mouth. He rubbed his nose along the shell of her ear and his breath puffed erotically against her skin, the actions completely at odds with his next words. “They just confirmed the first deaths from cholera.”

She couldn’t think. She swayed toward him, and wondered what cholera had to do with the way her blood buzzed and her breath shortened.

Colin stepped back, the loss of his body heat like an ice bath. She swore she had felt his lips against her hair. But in a back to business manner, he pulled out his smart phone, sifted through pictures until he found the one he wanted. Then he held the phone close to her so she could see.

Jess stared at the picture. Henri LeRoy, the president of the small island country, was...taking a bath? Her brain could not make the connection between the picture and the contents of her backpack.

This was grounds for the Global Humanitarian Relief, and her brother, to give her a sniper rifle?

She blinked, looked up at Colin, trying to ignore the raging attraction that wasn’t going away no matter how hard she tried to ignore it. He was practically dead on his feet, the shadows under his eyes should have detracted from his physical presence but instead his body still screamed sex on a stick. She wondered if he’d look that worn out after spending a weekend in bed on six hundred thread count sheets and living off room service.

“That bath water is bottled.” His words were so soft she had to lean closer, and was sucked into a vortex of arousal so strong, it took a few seconds for his meaning to sink in.

The country was drowning in sewage. Their infrastructure destroyed. No running water. Tent cities. Starvation. Limited medical supplies and personnel. A shortage of water purification tablets. Clean water tanker trucks couldn’t get to outlying areas because the roads needed to be cleared of rubble or were simply so damaged they ceased to exist any more.

And LeRoy was using precious bottled clean water to take a bath?

Colin leaned forward until his mouth was a hairsbreadth away from her ear. “He’s dirty.” The puff of breath against her neck shivered over her.

He wasn’t talking about LeRoy needing a bath.

A sick feeling churned in the pit of her stomach as the lukewarm military MRE spaghetti and meatballs she’d slurped down for dinner churned up acid.

However she took his meaning, she was going to make him say it.

She’d given up that life. She’d given up ‘targeted killings’, a nice sanitized phrase for what really happened. Assassination.

That’s why she’d taken this relief job. To help people.

“But...that’s not why I took this job,” she replied helplessly. She swayed toward him, as her mind rejected the truth that he was shoving at her, replacing her ideals with a completely different reality.

“You’re going to have to take that up with Jack.” Colin stepped back. “Your brother,” he said forcefully.

She had no idea what prompted the statement. Colin knew Jack was her brother. Why bring that up? “Believe me. I will but—”

Colin crowded into her personal space again. “Up until now, it was believed LeRoy was doing everything possible to speed the recovery from the earthquake,” Colin continued softly. He was pressed up against her. His lips brushed hers, even as his hands curled around her waist. To anyone outside the tent, they probably looked like lovers, with his arms curled around her waist and her breasts pressed against his chest. But she could feel the resistance to her body in the the stiff way he held her tight to him yet also seemed to be keeping her away.

They had been lovers. But with every word, her attraction fizzled and deflated. Because, if they were only here to do good work, there would be no need for Colin to have surveillance against the country’s leader. And since Jack had specifically told her to follow Colin Davies’ instructions, he’d prepared for a worst-case scenario and supplied her with a sniper rifle. A sense of despair at her naivete settled over her.

Before she could wallow more, Colin spoke again, “This photograph and the damning financial evidence tell a different story.”

“What evidence?” Betrayal burned in her gut.

“Aid money went missing.” Colin said softly, “We’ve had forensic accountants working around the clock to find it.”

“Where?” But the dread in her stomach continue to build. It was going to be bad. 

He pulled her toward his desk. Colin sat down abruptly, spread his legs and pulled her into the V of his thighs. Her body snugged up against his, her core and his erection were in perfect alignment. She was so close she could see the striations of gray in his pale eyes. Heat, that had nothing to do with the temperature outside, rose between them.

Colin slapped at a report on top of his desk. “In the LeRoy’s numbered bank account on Turks and Caicos.”

Missing aid. The leader of the country was stealing from the poor, starving, devastated, dying citizens. She pressed her forehead to his, and cupped his jaw. As if his skin was like a touchstone to the truth. She wished she could rewind and change her decision to go to work for for her brother. To ask more questions in the interview process. To maybe investigate the company a little further. Instead of jumping at the chance to get to work for a relief organization and her half brother, and ignoring the little niggle of doubt that crept in when Jack had asked about her sniper experience. Fuck.

But still she grasped at straws. “But GHR is a relief organization.” As if she could insist that’s all they were.

“Quite right.” He regarded her steadily from with his unusual gray eyes. Eyes she’d likened to a cloudless sky when he’d been sliding into her thick, hot, and hard. Jess’s breath stuttered in her chest as she remembered.

“Most of the time,” he finished.

“I didn’t sign on for this.” She was shaking her head violently. The action revved up the rest of her body. No. No. No. Her head pounded in time to the denial spreading through her. She wanted to scream.

“You’re secondary backup.” Colin wrapped his arm around her shoulder, dug his fingers into her hair and held her held still, his cheek against hers and his lips pressed up against her ear. In a hard voice, he said, “Just in case.”

Jack and Global Humanitarian Relief had to know very well that killing LeRoy outright was a mistake of epic proportions.

Anarchy would reign and they would have a military coup on their hands within hours. The targeted killing of a leader like Henri LeRoy was an extremely delicate matter that usually took months of planning and careful set up of the leader’s replacement.

“You can’t do this,” she whispered fiercely. “The entire country will be thrown into disarray.”

“We have no choice,” Colin shot back. “And it’s already in disarray. Just look around you.”

“Who the hell are you to make that decision?”

He ignored her question, ignored her concern. “Doesn’t matter who I am,” he replied softly. “What matters is who are you going to be?”

Jess made a sound of defeat. She had no answer. She didn’t know.

Colin’s heart stuttered at the devastation on her face. He remembered her confessions of uncertainty about her job in the heated, private, sheltered coccoon of anonymity from six months ago. She never thought she’d see him again. He never thought he’d see her again. Any revelations they had made should have stayed buried in their memories. But he remembered, and he ached for her now.

The need to comfort her overrode his reluctance. This was a very, very bad idea. On so many levels, and yet he couldn’t help himself. “Hey,” he murmured. His hands were fisted in the waist of her jeans as he pulled her closer. Her thick cotton tank bared her shoulders and toned arms. Her clunky hiking boots thunked on the dirt floor as she allowed him to comfort her. The boots should not have been sexy, but the moment she’d stepped between his legs, his cock had surged to life. He was freaking practically asleep on his feet but that hadn’t mattered to his libido from the moment she’d walked into his tent.

His head was screaming at him, “Jack’s sister!” His body was screaming right back, “I don’t care!”

There had been a moment on the ship, when he hadn’t seen her face yet but as if his body had recognized hers, he’d been zapped by a bolt of attraction. Before he’d even realized his fantasy woman was there. The woman who’d been haunting his dreams for months.

She stood stiffly in his arms, not moving. Her forehead was pressed against his neck, the only other place they touched was her hips against his spread thighs. She should smell awful, and yet her skin glowed and the refreshing scent of lemon and coconut wafted from her body.

Colin had the insane urge to lick the delicate skin of her collarbone and see if she tasted half as good as she smelled.

Jess sighed. Her breath feathered along his chest. And she finally relented. Her slender arms, full of strength, sleek muscles strong enough to keep a sniper rifle steady and fire with a highly effective accuracy rate, yet still feminine, curved around his shoulders.

Finally.

She inhaled sharply. Her breasts pillowed against his chest and her body melted against his. Colin gave in to the urge to touch her. He had suppressed the feeling since she walked into his tent but now he was done resisting.

He pressed an open-mouthed wet kiss against the tender hollow of her neck. Her heartbeat pulsed strong and steady beneath his lips. He sucked gently and was rewarded when she subtly rocked her hips into his erection.

Colin slid his palms up her slightly damp tank top until her breasts rested in his hands. He thumbed the aroused peaks of her nipples through the ribbed cotton and groaned soundlessly as she sighed into his ear.

She sank further into his embrace, her body softening, preparing for him. Six months ago he’d worshipped every inch of her. He’d memorized each sensitive spot that caused her breath to hitch, each touch that ratcheted her arousal and each intense kiss that ramped up her response.

With perfect recall, he skimmed one hand down her taut stomach. He followed his hand and kissed a slow path down the center of her chest, pausing after each kiss to breathe in her scent and gauge where to caress next.

Colin delved beneath the army green tank and slowly slid the material up her torso, and proceeded to eat her up with little sensual nibbles; A swirl of tongue in her bellybutton caused her stomach to contract hard against his mouth. He dropped wet, sucking kisses along each rib and worked his way up to the underside of her perfect breasts. Her bra was a utilitarian nude cotton but Colin merely unhooked the front clasp and cupped her in his hands. Each globe was a perfect handful. Colin ran his tongue along her skin, up and over the curve until he found her flushed raspberry nipple.

With a voracious need, he closed his lips over the puckered nub and sucked her into his mouth.

She arched into his carnal kiss.

Jess was the picture of erotic abandon with her shirt pushed up around her collarbone, her neck arched gracefully, and her multi-hued braid fell down her bowed back. She clutched his head to her breast, and rolled her hips into the hot brand of his erection. But even as her body responded to his with unbridled passion, he could feel her emotional reticence. He hardened even further as she purposely rubbed herself against the pipe in his cargoes.

It had been like this in England too. They’d barely touched each other and her clothes were coming off and he was about two seconds from blowing.

“This is a very bad idea,” he said, even as he sipped and kissed his way to her other nipple. God forbid he not give equal attention to both her breasts.

“Mmmm, hmmm,” she agreed as she scraped her nails down his back and tugged his t-shirt out of his pants.

He stopped suckling her long enough for her to yank the shirt up his body and over his head. Then he returned his attention to her breasts.

As soon as his chest was bare, Jess stroked her hands over his body, stopping to play with his nipples and then heading south to his waistband. With greedy fingers, she quickly unbuckled his webbed belt, and unzipped his fly.

“Commando,” she murmured. “Love that.”

A crash from somewhere outside his tent stole Colin’s attention momentarily. He held her neck in one hand, with his other hand he continued to play with her breasts, while he carefully searched the shadows for any threat. As he assured himself there was no concern, he realized that anyone outside would have a clear view of what they were doing. “Time to move, love.”

The dazed look in her glowing green eyes was a total ego boost. She had abandoned the need to hold back and had relaxed against him. He grinned and lifted her into his arms. Colin carried her to the twin size cot shoved in the back corner of his tent where they would be mostly hidden behind files and the desk. It was darker here but he could still see her tanned skin shimmering with a light sheen of perspiration as he lay her down on the rough cotton sheets. With an impatient jerk, he ripped the tank up and over her head.

Before he could think about what a mistake this was, he maneuvered alongside her on the narrow bed. Colin cupped her head in his palm and held her still for his kiss. The meeting of their mouths was frantic, urgent, as if she couldn’t get enough of his taste. He inserted his leg between hers and the heat of her sex seared his thigh. Her arousal, their mingled scents, perfumed the close air of the tent. Her naked breasts rubbed against his pectorals, as they melded together. Her strong deadly hands already had his pants down around his thighs so she could reach his cock. Her supple fingers wrapped around him and Colin’s eyes rolled back in his head.

 Shite. Her firm grip and the erotic slide of her hand on his cock were heaven. It had been six long months since he’d felt anything but the company of his own hand.

He skimmed his palm down her concave stomach and deftly unbuttoned her jeans. In the sticky humidity getting her pants off was going to be a bitch. He couldn’t wait that long to feel her again. Colin pressed the heel of his hand flat against her belly and slid his fingers under the plain elastic band of her cotton panties before he entered her hot wet depths.

With his middle finger he rubbed at the button of her clit feeling the wetness that already coated her curls. He experienced a moment of triumph. When he slid his finger inside, her low throaty moan rippled in the air, and his spirits soared. Fuck, yes.

She gripped him firm and tight in her slightly callused palm and proceeded to rock his world. The ferocity of her kiss took him by surprise. She devoured his mouth, nipped his bottom lip and then thrust her tongue inside to the rhythm of her hand on his cock.

Colin couldn’t bear it any longer. He needed to be inside her. Yesterday.

He withdrew his finger, beyond pleased at her involuntary whimper and quickly shoved her jeans down to her knees. Jess planted her feet and lifted her hips to help him rip the jeans down her legs but then she needed to get her shoes off. Colin went to work on his own cargo pants. The Velcro flap ripped open loudly in the still air, the only other sound was their mingled breaths. He slipped the foil packet from one of the patch pockets then dumped the pants on the floor and turned back to her.

Jess’s bra dangled from her shoulders. The glimmer of light from the glow of a nearby tent cast shadows over her face, visible were the glint in her hazel eyes, her wet nipples from his mouth, and the rapid rise and fall of her chest as she waited for him to protect her.

He remembered everything about their one intensely erotic encounter in London. With unerring accuracy, he skimmed his palm along the outside of her thigh then gently lifted her leg and curled it over his hip, opening her to his sensual invasion. After donning the condom, in one smooth move, Colin slid his cock inside her slick channel and savored the sensation of coming home.

Jess caught her breath and canted her hips toward him.

Her hands were insistent and hard on his butt as she urged him silently forward. But Colin had no intention of taking this too fast, he was going to savor the hot clasp of her sex.

He began a slow easy glide in and out of her body, angling his hips so that with every movement he rubbed that hidden spot. Each time her body tensed and tightened around him. Colin’s balls tightened and his orgasm built at the base of his spine. Even so, he kept his movements deliberate and far too slow for his sweet impatient Jess.

She squeezed his ass and whispered harshly, “Faster.”

“All in good time, love.” Colin laughed softly at her growl of frustration.

She firmly took matters into her hands and rubbed her index finger along the swollen gland beneath his balls. “Masochist,” she taunted, trying to goad him into going faster.

To appease her, he increased his pace and the intensity of his thrusts.

“Ah, love.” He groaned again as her sweet channel squeezed harder, and he abandoned his attempts to tease her. She approached sex like she approached life: Head on and insistent, with no apologies for who she is and what she wants. He loved that about her.

Jess writhed in frustration. She wanted to come and she wanted it now. What the hell was with his need to control every little detail? The last time they’d been together she hadn’t minded but right now she wanted to screech at him.

She slammed against him, and clenched her hands on his ass so hard, he’d have marks later, she thought with a fierce thrill.

That bundle of nerves inside seemed to swell so that each time he moved inside her the head of his cock massaged her g-spot and ramped her body to a new level.

Jess’s focus narrowed to each glide of his body. His sleek muscles surrounded her. Her hearing tunneled to the chirp of the crickets outside the tent, the swish of wind through the encampment, and the rustle of the sheets as he moved inside her. A tingle started at the tips of her toes and zipped through her body like lightening. Pure silence rent the air, just like those precious seconds before she pulled the trigger.

Every tiny detail was hyper-exaggerated, the ridged head of his cock, the slick slippery wrap of his arms around her, the meaty bulk of his body between her split thighs, the heft of his ass in her hands. For one moment of expectancy, she hung on the precipice.

Then with one powerful thrust, he swelled even harder inside her, and she shot over the edge with the force of a round exiting the rifle’s barrel. Her mind and body fragmented into a zillion pieces as she lost sight and sound and could only feel as her sex contracted almost painfully around his hard, thick length.

Jess swallowed a gasp, trying desperately to be silent. Colin powered in and out of her, each pummeling thrust hit her g-spot, forcing her orgasm to go on and on. The need to let loose a keening moan as sensations bombarded her was enormous. Jess sank her teeth into the bunched muscles of his shoulder to hold back the erotic sound as Colin pumped inside her still hard and big. Each throb sent an answering pulse through her sex. She was one giant nerve ending. And Jess knew that he would hold on until he was sure she had wrung every drop of pleasure from her orgasm.

But she wanted him with her. Wanted him to experience the same intense overwhelming, mind blowing explosion that she had. Because when he did, she moved to another plane.

Every time they had sex, she felt another piece of her soul twine with his. They fit together with an ease that usually took years to obtain. His relaxed acceptance of her need to control and be in charge was unprecedented. Of course, then he blatantly overrode her instincts and took control, which caused a fierce battle of will. But they both were grinning while they fought.

Jess had curled her arms around Colin’s head, holding him to her breast, as her sex continued to pulse around his cock. Her heart beat so hard, the thud echoed against his cheek, even as his own heart bumped at the same dizzying rate.

Once he was assured of her satisfaction, Colin hurtled into the abyss of sexual oblivion. His vision dimmed as he emptied his mind as well as his body. Her body continued to pulse around him, and he bent and sucked one tight bud into his mouth hard.

She stifled a small scream and her teeth scored his shoulder again as she tumbled into another orgasm, her sex wringing every last drop of come from his body.

They were both breathing hard as if they’d just run a marathon. A sex marathon, he thought cheekily. But it was more than that. He had missed her. He had missed how they seemed to connect so thoroughly, and how they were so completely in tune sexually. Before he could reveal that completely ridiculous fact, he covered her mouth with his.

He couldn’t spout crazy talk if he were otherwise occupied.

Colin wrapped his arms around her and grabbed her ass in his hands. He rocked against her as he came down slowly from the unbelievable high of having her in his arms again. He scattered random kisses on her mouth and face unable to stop touching her.

Then he pressed a sweet kiss, totally at odds with the their insane lust, against her lush mouth.

As reality returned, thoughts of all the reasons why this was such a bad idea crowded his head. Jess was having similar thoughts. He could tell by her rapidly stiffening shoulders, and the tense curve of her jaw, that reality was returning to her too.

And she didn’t know the half of it.

Blimey. He’d promised her brother he’d stay away from her. But as she made small attempts to disengage from their embrace, Colin held her tight. “Not yet,” he whispered and pressed a tender kiss to the curve of her shoulder. He didn’t want to let her go.

Shite. He was in serious trouble.





Five

 

12 hours earlier

 

“You certainly didn’t waste any time.” Keisha cast a snide glance at Jess.

She could barely even focus on the other woman. Her mind was back in that tent, as she went over every single thing that Colin had said to her. She tried to ignore the other memories that crept in. How familiar his hard body felt against hers. How well she fit in the wrap of his arms. How perfect the press of his lips felt against her ear, her mouth, her breasts.

For a few stolen moments, she been enveloped in a sense of completion and an emotional intimacy that she craved. Yet, the idea was insane. She didn’t even know him. That surreal sense of fitting together, not just physically but, mentally, couldn’t really be possible. Could it? And if it was, what was she going to do about it?

Jess finally realized Keisha was still fuming as she tucked extra supplies in the nooks and crannies of the back of the truck. “What?”

“Colin.” Keisha shoved another box of seed packets into the truck. “Just a word of friendly advice.”

There wasn’t a bit of friendly in her tone but Jess kept her mouth shut and tried to ignore her. What did she care what Keisha thought? She had bigger problems. However she did have to work with woman. Assuming she stayed at GHR.

“Sure.” Even though she had no interest in what Keisha thought.

“At night, with a lantern on, everyone can see everything that happens in that tent.”

“I kinda figured.” And I still don’t care. If she chose to have sex with Colin it was no one’s business but theirs. And when they were down on the cot, the only way someone could have seen them was if they were specifically watching the shadows.

Keisha’s lips tightened. “Just saying you may want to tone down the sexpot skankiness if you want to be taken seriously in this business.”

Keisha’s criticism didn’t necessarily have the desired effect.

In her mind, Jess started to work on expanding her potential cover story, examining angles, filing away information for later, and crafting a fictitious reason that would cover up her real purpose in Port-du-Bois and cover GHR’s behind. If people assumed that she was on the island because she was a bed partner for Colin, no one would even think about her in the role of sniper.

At the FBI, she’d been a rarity. A female sniper. One more situation where she didn’t quite fit in. But here that could work to GHR’s advantage. No one would think Jess, a mere woman and worker grunt, could be a sniper, so if something went wrong and she needed to use her skills against Henri LeRoy, the authorities would likely look for a man.

They would dismiss her presence immediately.

But what about Keisha, was she a straight relief worker or did she have another purpose here? Jesus, Jess had so many questions. She really needed to talk to Jack to get answers, but she couldn’t call him. Asking Colin hadn’t gone so well. After last night she wasn’t about to approach Colin a second time. They’d end up in the sack, having sex again, rather than actually discussing GHR’s hidden agenda.

“Thanks.” Jess stacked the last crate of seed packets and flipped the truck gate up. She pulled the door shut, and listened for the clunk that indicated the door was secured, so that while they were driving over non-existent roads, the boxes of relief they were set to deliver wouldn’t tumble out the back.

Jess swung up into the cab of the truck and set her backpack at her feet. Keisha was already in the driver’s seat. The inside of the truck stank of sweaty soldiers and the faint underlying scent of gun oil. She surveyed the interior, cracked vinyl seats, a dashboard that had definitely seen better days, and a GPS system that was useless since most of the roads in the system didn’t exist any more. They’d be better off calculating routes based on the position of the sun. But through it all Jess kept her mouth shut.

“You have your pistol?” Keisha pressed in the clutch with her left foot and shifted the stick into first gear.

Jess’s stomach churned. “Yes. But shouldn’t we be safe?”

Keisha laughed. “In theory, yes. But we’ve got a trigger happy military and shell-shocked citizens who are desperate for help. These situations are always volatile. And you always need to be prepared.”

Keisha was just about to take off when the driver’s door swung open. “What the hell?”

“Change of plans,” Colin said shortly. “You need to stay here. There’s a problem with the special shipment. I’ll take the supply run.”

Keisha snorted and rolled her eyes. But only Jess saw her expression. “I’ll bet.”

“We need your expertise,” Colin said again. Steadily. Patiently.

Keisha suddenly scrambled to get out of the truck. “Oh. Shit. Okay. Okay. Sorry.”

What the heck was that about?

While Keisha scurried off to do whatever thing was keeping her at the relief encampment, Jess shifted in the truck seat. Before she had time to wonder what kind of expertise Keisha had that Colin didn’t, or if she really wanted to know, a sharp edge of cracked vinyl scraped her leg and cut her. Jess flinched and tried to ignore the throb in her leg.

She surreptitiously leaned over to look at the cut.

While she was trying to see the damage, Colin leapt into the truck and settled into the driver’s seat. Dressed in top of the line hiking boots, tan shorts, and a black fitted t-shirt, his muscled biceps were on display, causing a flutter in her heart. He had wide palms and long fingers with blunt tips. And just remembering his skilled hands as they played over her body sent shivers zipping down her spine. Jess shifted her attention away from his hands. But then her gaze landed on the hairy column of his thighs and she was reminded again of the night they’d spent together in London as she straddled his legs, knees around his slender hips, his fingers tight on her ass as he pounded inside her.

She fanned her face, hoping he wouldn’t notice, then prayed if he did, he’d mistake the flush spreading over her skin as a reaction to the heat and not to his proximity.

“What’s wrong?”

She should have known he’d pay attention. “Nothing.”

“Let me see.” Colin leaned toward her. Jess shoved back against the truck door. But it was impossible to avoid his fierce regard. “You’re bleeding.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Not here it isn’t.”

Colin flipped open the glove compartment and pulled out a first aid kit. “With your experience you should know that an open wound in the tropics can be a real problem if it isn’t treated properly.”

Especially with whatever germs lingered on the ancient truck seat. He was right, dammit. Jess sighed. “Okay. Yes, I think I have a cut.”

She twisted her torso to try to see the injury on her upper left hamstring. But the placement of the slice was awkward and she couldn’t see a thing.

“Face the window,” Colin said tersely.

Jess rolled so that her hip was in the air and extended her left leg.

She heard his swift intake of breath. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” He pressed a pad with rubbing alcohol on the cut. The sting took her by surprise but she didn’t even make a murmur. With gentle strokes, he cleaned the small wound, his movements almost a caress. Then with tender fingers, he smoothed some anti-bacterial Neosporin over the cut.

His actions were oddly arousing. He brushed his fingers lightly against her skin as he attached the bandage. Jess flushed as her body responded to the soft strokes, remembering the last time he’d had his hands on her thighs. Arousal flooded her.

 Jess ignored the gust of awareness that blew through her. What the hell? But she noted how gentle he was with his hands. He’d been like this the last time they’d been together too. As if he knew with absolute certainty how much pressure to use, how hard or soft to touch her, how to caress her to evoke whatever sensation he wanted.

Now it was calming, soothing but before it had been arousing. He’d been able to manipulate her reactions with just the press of his fingers against her skin.

“That should do it.” He swirled one last caress against her ultra-sensitive thigh and then removed his hands. She was pretty sure she imagined that his fingers lingered on the back of her leg.

“Let’s get going.” Jess inwardly cringed at the gruffness of her words.

Colin snapped the first aid kit closed and tossed it back to her. “Fine by me.”

Jess put the kit back in the glove box.

She was the one acting weird. She knew it and yet she couldn’t seem to turn off her awareness of him. She was the one who couldn’t seem to forget the memories of them together. He hadn’t mentioned it once. He’d been nothing but professional. This was the perfect time to ask him how he came to be heading the relief effort in Port-du-Bois.

But before she could delve into his reasons for working for Jack, he said, “You need to hide the backpack.” Colin gestured to the cracked blue plastic dash. “There’s a hidden compartment behind the dash.”

“Can’t I just put under the seat?”

Colin’s intuition was going haywire this morning. It was part of the reason that he’d decided to have Keisha stay in camp. There were rumors that the government had doubled the checkpoints. The relief organizations had been grumbling because the extra security added hours of time and delays in getting aid to the people who needed it the most.

“Humor me,” Colin said tersely. Something was off. And he didn’t want to be caught unawares by a random patrol or security stop. They couldn’t afford to have the rifle discovered. Not only would the military take it, there would be uncomfortable questions about why they had one in the first place.

He turned the key smoothly and listened to the engine rumble for a second before he shifted into reverse. Colin propped his arm on the back of the seat, his hand perilously close to her shoulder. The cab of the truck shrunk by about two hundred percent. Suddenly he was hyper-aware of his fingers so close to her bare skin. But Jess held herself stiff and stubbornly refused to relax against the cracked old vinyl.

He gunned the engine and they shot out of the relief compound at the disabled airport and headed toward their destination.

The air conditioner in the old truck had seen better days. Tepid air chugged out of the vents, minimally cooling the interior of the truck. It was still better than the air from outside, stifling with the heat and dust and decay. The scent was nearly unbearable.

Jess breathed through her nose and thought of a delicate way to begin this conversation. They were confined in the truck with no one to overhear. Then she decided, fuck it. He was the new guy. It seemed an odd coincidence that they both started working for a relief organization at the same time. “How did you end up working for GHR?”

“I owed your brother a favor,” Colin said shortly.

Wait, so Colin knew her brother? “Jack?”

His mouth tightened. “Yes.”

“How?”

He shifted and arched a brow at her. Finally he answered, “The Spec op community is rather small.”

About as specific a non-answer as she was liable to get. “So what’s the favor you’re doing for him?”

Colin’s shoulders tensed and his fingers tightened on the hard plastic steering wheel. “We need to talk about the plan.”

Suddenly she couldn’t stand the tension in the truck. They weren’t going to talk about the plan until they’d discussed what happened in his tent. “What was last night about?” she asked.

He gave her a steamy look. “You have to ask?”

“I find it more than a little suspicious that right after I tell you that I don’t want to take out the country’s leader you happen to have sex with me.”

Colin down shifted the gears as he drove over a particularly bumpy spot in the crumbled road. “Seriously?”

It was suspicious. “You have to admit the timing sucks.”

His laugh was a harsh bark. “I don’t think you’ve thought this through princess.”

“Don’t call me princess.”

“It’s exactly how you’re acting. Like a spoiled princess.”

In that moment, Jess could hate him. She had never been a spoiled princess. Ever. She was more like Ariel, searching for a world where she belonged. “Fuck you.”

“Already did.” He shot back. “And I’m going to have the bruises to prove it if your brother finds out.”

“My brother?” Jess said incredulously. “Besides being our boss...what does my brother have to do with what happened last night?”

Colin shifted the truck into a lower gear to bobble over the worsening road conditions. At first, Jess thought he was just concentrating on driving.

But after five minutes of silence, she realized he wasn’t going to answer.

Screw that. “What. Does. My. Brother. Have. To. Do. With. Last. Night?” she ground out through gritted teeth.

Colin checked the rearview mirror. “We need to discuss the plan.”

“You’re not going to answer.”

“Nope.”

“Fine. I’ll just ask Jack when I have the chance.”

Colin drummed his fingers on the cracked leather seat. “I’d advise against it.”

“Okay,” Jess said abruptly. But then she considered what he’d implied, bruises. Did he mean her brother would hurt him? That seemed flat out ridiculous. Jack was her half-brother. He was her hero, but he still wouldn’t care about her sex life. So she decided to go with his original topic. “Let’s talk about the plan.”

“About time,” he grumbled. “You’re secondary backup.”

Relief swelled, she wasn’t first up to eliminate LeRoy. “So....”

“The plan is to poison him,” Colin said softly. “With water.”

“Shows a distinct level of irony.”

“Yeah.”

“So I’m really superfluous?”

“No. You’re a world-class sniper, and if we need to take LeRoy out with lethal force, we need you.” His pale gray gaze seemed to skewer her.

But she heard the unspoken caveat, if she refused to target LeRoy, they weren’t in a complete bind.

“How’s the poison going to be delivered?”

“I’m going to a reception tonight. While the reception is going on, Keisha is going to sneak into the mansion and slip the poison into LeRoy’s bath salts.”

“How does the poison work?”

“It’s slow acting. LeRoy ingest the poison through his skin during his nightly bath. Then he’ll go to bed and never wake up.”

“What about staff and collateral damage?”

“He has a fetish about being seen naked. When he bathes, he is all alone and drains the tub himself. So everyone else in the mansion should be safe.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“So what’s my role?”

“If, for some reason, Keisha can’t get into the bathroom, I’m going to need you to shoot him.” Colin hesitated. “And I need you as backup for Keisha in case she’s discovered.”

Jess snorted. “You’d think she’d be a little nicer to me then.”

“What are you talking about?” Colin frowned.

“Nothing.” Jess crossed her arms over her stomach and rubbed her biceps with her palms. “What’s the comm situation?”

“I’ve got wireless earpieces. And voice transmitters that look like buttons. You’ll be able to hear everything that’s going on.”

“What about interception?”

“Code is easy. No names, no specifics, so anyone listening shouldn’t have a clue.” Colin flexed his fingers on the wheel. “Our intentions are covert. But you know things go wrong.”

Jess asked the question that was bothering her. “So who gets into power with LeRoy gone?”

“Antoine D’Aramitz.” Colin released a tight breath as if her question indicated her compliance. “He’s a non-denominational religious leader who champions the common people.”

“But who decided that he would get power?” Jess demanded angrily. “Our government?”

“Whoa, whoa.” Colin slowed down the truck. “Where did that come from?”

“One of the reasons I left the FBI was to get away from playing God,” she said bitterly. She’d told her brother that. So why the hell did he send her here?

“Do you really think that LeRoy, a corrupt leader, who is stealing precious resources from his injured, starving, stricken citizens deserves your compassion?”

“Who’s to say that whoever replaces him won’t be worse?” Jess argued.

Before Colin could answer, they’d arrived at the distribution site.

 

***

They’d spent the day handing out seed packets and water purification tablets. The people had been so grateful for the small bags of seeds that Jess felt guilty about the warm MRE of beef stew she’d gulped down. And she only sipped at her water after watching a mother who gave her kids a drink first, even though it was clear from her split and cracked lips that she was terribly dehydrated.

Throughout the day, she had been by turns amazed and awestruck at Colin’s ability to put people at ease.

Jess had been a little uncomfortable. The life of sniper demanded that she was more of an observer rather than someone who interacted with people. She’d perfected that role over the years. The outsider looking in. It had begun at age eight when she and her mother went to live in her father’s house with his existing family and continued through her time in the FBI as a female sniper in a male-dominated field.

So six months ago, she’d made the decision to live her life differently. To be engaged. To be present. She’d known going in that adapting to this new life would take her out of her comfort zone. She relished the idea. But old habits were hard to break and she found herself watching rather than participating. But because she was constantly watching, she noticed details that others overlooked.

She’d seen Colin’s conspiratorial smile with the tiny boy who had hidden in his mother’s skirt. Colin’s gentle hug for the woman whose husband had perished. Colin’s grave sympathy and compassion for the grandmother whose daughter was missing. He’d treated the men who stood in line with dignity and gave them the respect the deserved for taking care of their family, without the pity that Jess saw reflected on many of the other workers’ faces. He calmed the fears of the children when the aftershock hit.

And then Colin had stepped in front of her when the crowd waiting for their supplies got a little unruly. Jess had been bemused by the fact that he was trying to protect her. She was the one with the pistol and he’d still shielded her from the crowd and herded her back toward the cab of their truck in case they needed to hop inside to shelter from the crush.

After a full day of handing out supplies, the constant battle between smiles so hard her cheeks hurt and an innate need to release her sorrow with tears had taken a toll. She was exhausted.

Because of the mini-riot, they were behind on their schedule.

“We need to get back before the curfew,” Colin said. They hopped in their truck and headed back to the main seaside town.

The sun was low in the twilight sky, bright yellow at its center bleeding to a deep red on the edges. The sky rippled with waves of blue, purple, and pink, the colors spectacular from the pollution of the quake. Beauty from destruction.

As they rounded a bend in the makeshift road, they almost ran into the truck in front of them which had come to a full stop. A line of relief aid trucks snaked through the debris field. “Checkpoint,” Colin said unnecessarily.

“What time is the reception?” Jess unsnapped her holster and fingered the pistol as she watched the soldiers interrogate the workers two trucks in front of them.

“Keep your mouth shut and don’t argue with anything they say,” Colin commanded. 

“What do you mean?”

A soldier, who was more boy than man, tapped his rifle on Colin’s window. “Purpose,” he asked in a sing-songy lilting, almost lyrical, voice. His skin was the color of a mahogany wood bowl polished to a brilliant shine that her mother had purchased years ago when they’d been on vacation. Her mother loved that bowl and it was a permanent decoration on their kitchen table.

“We delivered seed packets and water purification tablets,” Colin replied evenly.

“Tablets?” The soldier raised his eyebrows and the whites of his eyes were ultra-bright in the deep brown of his gaunt face. “They all gone?”

“Just about.”

“Show me.”

Colin got out of the truck cautiously and walked around to the back. He lifted the gate that had covered the transportable boxes of seed bags and the packets of water purification tablets which were like gold in a country with a nearly destroyed infrastructure. The back was mostly empty, and held only the detritus from the packaging, crumpled shrink wrap and flattened boxes.

“How about a little something for me family?”

Colin reached into a pocket on his shorts and handed several seed packets and tablets to the soldier.

As Jess sat tight in the cab of the truck, an unsettling tension gripped her stomach. Colin seemed fine as he joked with the soldier. But somehow she knew that he was concerned. And the fact that she could intuit that he was concerned was a whole other issue. She was completely in tune with him.

Which was kind of freaking her out. She didn’t get in tune with people. If anything, she was mostly out of tune. She never quite fit.

Except she’d felt un undeniable connection with him since London. A preternatural communion that defied logic. She could sense his edginess, even though his smile was loose and easy as he closed the truck bed and sauntered loose-hipped and casual back to the driver’s side of the truck.

The soldier opened Jess’s door and gestured for her to get out. She could practically feel the tension vibrating off Colin but his smile was relaxed and his hands were draped casually over the steering wheel as if he didn’t have a care in the world. The young soldier dug through the glove box and peered under the seat.

She was glad she had listened to Colin and hid the Remington in the compartment in the dash. Otherwise she had a feeling that it would now be the property of the Port-du-Bois military. Or at the very least, the soldier in front of her. Jess tensed as he came close to the hidden compartment, but he seemed to miss the seam in the faded plastic dash. And finally he gestured for her to get back in.

The soldier waved them through.

Colin was silent.

She finally couldn’t stand it anymore. “What’s wrong?”

He tilted his head and cocked a perfectly-sculpted pale brown eyebrow. She was amazed at how well-groomed he appeared. She knew he hadn’t had a real shower in two or three days, only cleaning off with baby wipes. And the heat during the day was not conducive to staying cool or clean. Not to mention sleeping in canvas tents on cots barely a foot off the dirt and debris strewn ground made for a very dusty rest.

“What makes you think something’s wrong?” he asked.

She wasn’t about to admit that she felt connected to him. “Just answer.”

“The checkpoint going back into the city is unusual.”

“How so?”

“If the government is worried about intelligence gathering visitors, the checks are conducted in the morning as the relief trucks are going into the distribution area. Not after everything has been handed out.” He glanced into the rearview mirror and frowned. “It’s almost as if they are looking for someone. Or something.”

“Do you think they somehow got wind of what you, we, have planned?”

Colin drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and shot another look in the rearview mirror. “I hope not.”

They drove back toward the coastal city, the interior silent as Jess contemplated the implications of the sentry.

Twilight gently bathed the woods on their right in a soft, romantic light. Driving along the pretty scenery, it would be easy to forget that the entire island was in complete disarray. Jess propped her chin on her fist and gazed out the window appreciating the beauty.

“What are you doing?”

“Thinking about how pretty the sky is.”

Colin glanced over at Jess. What the hell was it about her?

All day he’d been distracted by little things. The way she found the beauty in an ugly situation. The curve of her smile as she’d handed out seed packets. Her pert breasts when she’d arched her back looking for relief from standing most of the day. Remembering the sweet wet heat of her as he’d slid home last night. The greedy pull of their attraction was nearly incandescent. The compulsion to find a secluded place and press up against her until no space existed between their bodies was strong. The urge to hold her tight in his arms and refuse to let her go. A thousand times today he’d found himself staring at her and thinking thoughts that were not going to endear him to her brother.

Shite. Those thoughts were going to lose him a friend.

He’d been doing this job as a favor to Jack but after the last few days, Colin realized he liked this work. Sure he was compiling a report that detailed information that could be sold to the both his government and the U.S. but primarily he was engaged in helping people. And he had gotten a surprising thrill from the good deeds of the last few days.

As they rounded the bend in the mostly decimated road, Colin jammed the brakes on, and the truck slid to a complete stop. “Shite,” he muttered.

Jess straightened in her seat.

“Another checkpoint,” Colin said. This was not good. And this close to both curfew and the city limits, the inspection of their truck was going to be a lot more thorough. Colin needed to get ready for the reception at the President’s mansion. “We need to distract them.”

Jess didn’t hesitate. “How?”

Colin assessed the soldiers at this checkpoint. More attentive, more intense than the last guy who only wanted a few seed packets for his family. These guys meant business. He and Jess needed to be as non-threatening as possible. “Unbuckle and slide over.”

Jess scooted next to him but left a few inches between their bodies.

“You need to plaster yourself to my side.” Colin slung his arm around her shoulder, and yanked her snug against his body. His hand dangled above her breast.

With disconcerting predictability, his cock sat up and took notice. “How good an actress are you?”

Her breath caught and Colin couldn’t help notice when the side of her breast brushed his chest. Shite. Maybe this was a bad idea.

“Pretty good.” She nuzzled behind his ear. “I’ll make it work. Don’t worry.”

Colin kept his left hand on the wheel and with his right arm he pulled her closer. While they were stopped behind another truck, he pressed his nose into her thick braid. She smelled of lemons and freshness. How did she do that? Bathing consisted of baby wipes, unless someone was crazy enough to go in the ocean. The amount of debris on the shore right now was insane which likely meant that bathing in the ocean would lead to disease or infection.

Colin didn’t want touch her. Actually that was the exact opposite of the truth. He wanted to touch her so badly he ached with it. Based on the tension in her body, she felt the same. Colin had figured out from experience that if he put his hands on her, he’d go up in flames. And right now they really couldn’t afford the distraction.

Colin had adeptly been ignoring their attraction when she had been all the way across the bench seat leaning on the door. But the warmth from her body suddenly heated him up as she pretended to melt against him, and raised his awareness to an excruciating level. His heart thudded in his chest, and overtook his awareness of their surroundings and bang, banging until he realized that someone was tapping on the window.

“Out of the car, mon.”

Colin started and blinked down at the young soldier. He murmured to Jess, “Slide out of the cab on my side after me.”

“‘Kay.”

Thank God she was savvy enough to obey orders when it mattered.

Colin pushed open the truck’s door, wincing at the squeal of metal hinges. “What were ya doin’ inland?” The guard held the AK 47 loosely in his hand, strap strung around his neck in what appeared to be a casual manner, but Colin knew that with one quick jerk, he could have the weapon locked, loaded and firing.

“We delivered seed packets and water purification tablets,” Colin said calmly.

“We want to see da inside.”

“Sure thing.” Colin feigned a casualness he definitely didn’t feel. “Go ahead.” 

He held Jess’s hand and as she exited the truck, then he casually twirled so that his back rested against the truck bed, hips canted out while Jess draped over his relaxed body. She figured out exactly what he wanted and wrapped her arms loosely around his waist, and burrowed into the curve of his neck, so that she was mostly only visible from the back, her face hidden by his arms and shoulders.

The soldier leered at Colin’s hand on Jess’s nicely rounded ass, which was exactly what Colin wanted, to divert the guy’s attention from her face.

The military commander shouted and the harder, older soldier lost his grin and crawled into the cab of the truck. Colin ran his hands up and down Jess’s back and prayed that the more experienced soldier didn’t find the panel in the dash that hid the backpack with the sniper rifle.

Two more soldiers joined the search, one popped the hood over the engine and peered inside. The other opened the gate in the back of the truck.

Colin slid one hand into Jess’s back pocket, the move smooth and familiar. She nipped at his earlobe in warning.

“You smell so good, babe.” Colin pretended to ignore the soldiers and kept a running conversation with Jess. The position of their bodies inflamed him like gasoline on a sputtering fire. “How is that possible?”

He really did want to know.

He was sweating as he waited for the shout of the soldiers to indicate they’d found the backpack. His worry hadn’t affected his erection though. His body was locked and loaded and ready to fire. Jess didn’t say a word at the rod poking her in the stomach. But in retaliation she brushed her breasts against his chest. He should have his entire attention on the soldiers, but the hard points of her nipples diverted him again, splitting his focus between her effect on his body and the search going on beyond them.

“You’re distracted by other things.” She laughed huskily. “Pretty sure I stink.”

She should and yet, she didn’t.

“You are driving me crazy,” he growled truthfully against her neck.

“Back at ‘ya,” she quipped back quickly but the simple duck of her chin and the squeeze of her arms around his neck told him she was telling the truth, feeling their strange and overwhelming attraction as well.

He opened his mouth and gave in to the wholly unexpected need to affirm she felt the same. But before he could speak, the soldier in front dropped the hood of the truck back into place and at the exact same time the soldier in the back pulled the door back down. Jess jumped at the noise and planted her head in his shoulder as if embarrassed.

“You’re free to go.”

And the intimate moment was gone.





Six

Now

 

Jess huddled in the debris of a church two blocks over from the President’s mansion, and through the rifle scope, tracked both Colin and Keisha.

Colin was inside the mansion. He sat in a delicate brocade chair with his legs crossed and a bone china teacup cradled in his oddly delicate grasp. She shivered at the contrast between his rough fingers and the tiny cup as she recalled his dexterity with his hands.

Oil paintings adorned the walls, high ceilings dripped with ornate mouldings, Persian rugs covered the endangered wood floors. Maids poured tea from bone china pots and served tea sandwiches on etched, sterling silver platters.

About twenty men of varying ages mingled in the ornately furnished room. Not a single guest was a woman. The wait staff, all women, were dressed in formal maid uniforms with starched black skirts, a white apron pinafore, and a white peter pan collar.

“Misogynist,” Jess mumbled.

The plan was to poison LeRoy. No scent, no discernible traces for an autopsy, unless you were specifically looking for the drug, and slow acting enough that Colin and the other relief organization attendees of this little soiree would be long gone when LeRoy died in his sleep.

Keisha who was supposed to deliver the killing salts to the mansion had been trapped in another section of the city. A mob of citizens grew angry when the distributors of first aid kits ran out and so she was late to the servants’ entrance at the back of the mansion.

Keisha had lost her comm device. She’d managed to let them know before the tiny transmitter got ripped from her shirt while she protected the poison. However Keisha could still hear Jess and Colin.

But now Jess tracked Keisha to the back door where she was trying, unsuccessfully it appeared to Jess, to get in. Of course, Jess couldn’t hear her so she wasn’t completely positive. Jess gave Colin a quick update.

Jess followed Keisha’s movements. This was the one part of the plan that Jess had felt was tentative but Keisha had assured both Jess and Colin that she would be able to speak the magic words. Whatever they might be. She hadn’t shared. Damn, three days in her company, and Jess wasn’t any more thrilled with her than she had been in Monterey.

“Two turned away,” Jess updated him softly.

Even as the cook at the back door refused Keisha entrance, a group of women dressed in very short dresses, flat sandals, big party hair and bright red lipstick crowded in the doorway.

“Are my eyes deceiving me or did this asshole get hookers for his party?” Jess snarled in disgust. “Holy crap, he did.”

Her fingers were slick on the stock of the Remington as she contemplated options. Her objections to shooting him had shortened as she lay in the rubble, and the heat seared her skin through her clothes.

Jess observed the reception of the the relief organization officials in LeRoy’s mansion. The tiny tea sandwiches made her stomach roil. The people of this country were starving. Starving. And he was serving sandwiches made with bread with the edges cut off? Where were those remnants?

“You should go for it,” Keisha said angrily.

She had to make a decision.

Did she shoot LeRoy? Keisha had told her to take the shot. They had no other choice. But that wasn’t exactly true. Jess thought about the poison that Keisha had. Now that she’d tried to get in and failed, Keisha was off the table. But no one had seen Jess.

If she took the shot, chaos would reign.

She thought about what her brother had said when he’d convinced her to take this job. He’d spoken passionately about their ability to make a difference in the world. There had been a moment when he’d gotten a far away look in his eyes, and murmured about how differences weren’t always in the expected manner.

She slowed her breath and her heart rate, listened to the steady thud, getting into her Zen space, as her focus narrowed to the Medal for Humanitarian Relief pinned proudly to LeRoy’s chest. An obscene and deceitful display of qualities he didn’t possess. A false front he presented to the world.

LeRoy laughed heartily at some comment that Colin had made. With the high-powered lens she observed the slight tightening round Colin’s eyes. He was wondering when the hell he could leave. The signal for him to take off was after Keisha delivered the poison.

With deliberation, she counted her heartbeats, waiting, waiting, for the moment when she could squeeze the trigger and end his life. Jess knew if she killed LeRoy with her sniper rifle the country would be thrown into disarray.

The immediate chaos would throw the already disintegrating social situation into total anarchy. The military would be trying to keep peace rather than distributing the goods and the desperately needed supplies to the citizens.

Jess thought of the young children she’d handed seed packets to this morning. Their gaunt filthy faces as they looked to the packet, one very small pouch between them and total starvation. The grief and shadows in the faces of the people she’d helped today. Their gratitude submerged under the sheer weight of staying alive and staying healthy.

Her chest tightened, restricted by doubt. How could she pull resources away from the very needy?

She looked through the scope again. LeRoy smiled, his teeth white and polished in a shiny clean face. The polar opposite of the dirty, bedraggled people she’d served earlier this afternoon. If she killed him now, the immediate threat would be eliminated but the long term effects to the population would still be there and even more uncertain.

She hadn’t asked the right questions earlier when she’d spoken to Colin. She should have asked more about LeRoy’s successor. Sure he was a religious leader. But was he a zealot? Did he serve everyone or give special preference to certain religions?

Right now D’Aramitz was the probably the best choice. But who would they chose to take over for him?

Jess didn’t know the answers but she did know that the people had no hope with LeRoy in power. A flicker of movement caught Jess’s eye as Keisha walked around toward the main street and suddenly she realized there was another way.

And she knew what she had to do. “Two, meet three at the zero site.”

She had told both Colin and Keisha where she planned to set up. She was two streets over from the mansion. Keisha acknowledged Jess’s order with a nod of her head. Jess had the means to carry out the mission as they’d originally planned, only the execution would be slightly different.

She stared at the mansion, calculating how she could get the poison to LeRoy’s bath. Jess was only supposed to provide protection for both Colin and Keisha and in the event that that their plan failed she was supposed to shoot LeRoy and then get back to the tent compound ASAP.

But now that Keisha had bombed, Jess could get the poison in.

“Three will fill in for two.”

Colin smiled faintly as if amused at his companion’s joke. Then he turned his head so that it seemed almost as if he was staring straight at her. His light gray eyes glittered with heightened intensity and annoyance as he shook his head slightly.

“I am a party girl.” Jess tried to get her meaning across without actually explaining. They hadn’t come up with code for ‘Keisha couldn’t get in and now I’m going to take her place’.

The plan was crazy. She was crazy. Adrenaline coursed through her. The natural high a familiar and welcome fizz in her bloodstream. Dammit. She’d missed this. The edge. The excitement. Even the element of danger felt like coming home.

What the hell did that say about her?

With calm deliberation, Jess began disassembling her sniper rifle. Her hands trembled as she placed the weapon’s pieces in the specially fitted backpack and then calmly pulled out the LBD she hadn’t worn since the night she’d hooked up with Colin.

Night was almost completely upon the city. She needed to get going.

She managed to shimmy out of her relief worker clothes and into the little dress. Then she swiped blusher on her cheeks and a layer of shiny gloss on her mouth. The little thong flats would have to do since she didn’t have any heels.

Her backpack lay next to her. For a moment, Jess wondered at her instincts. Now the reason she’d felt compelled to shove a black knit jersey dress that took minimal space—the same dress she’d worn the night she’d hooked up with Colin six months ago—and the small bag of cosmetics in her backpack, just in case, seemed like serendipity. When she’d been in the FBI it had been standard operating procedure to be ready to change her appearance with a few quick moves and the habit had stuck.

Unfortunately she’d have to take her transmitter off, but she still had her earpiece in. Fortunately Colin couldn’t yell at her since he was otherwise occupied.

Jess slid quietly down the debris pile and met Keisha at the base of what used to be the courtyard of the church. They quickly exchanged burdens, Keisha took Jess’s backpack and Jess took the poison and taped it to the inside of her thigh.

Keisha gave her head a gentle pat. “Good luck...and thanks.”

Jess headed for the back door of the mansion. She knocked on the back door authoritatively. When the cook opened the door, she shoved in, chattering away. “Oh goodness, thanks, I’m so sorry I’m late, can you tell me where I’m supposed go?” she beamed at the rotund cook. She was a large woman with a head full of cornrows and a bemused frown.

She opened her mouth as if to tell Jess to get out.

“I know, I know. I’m late. I got stuck at the security checkpoint.” She pointed down at her feet then leaned in and whispered in the cook’s ear. “They took my damn shoes. But luckily I had a friend close by who totally wears my size and I could borrow her shoes and then I practically ran all the way here.”

The cook still hadn’t said a word.

“Please, please let me in.” She put her hands together in the prayer position, index fingers to her lips, as she begged. “I need the money.” Jess let a little bit of sob trickle through her voice.

Finally, the cook pulled her into the kitchen and shut the door behind Jess. She looked Jess up and down and whispered. “Be careful, milady.”

A shiver ran over Jess’s spine as she realized that the cook knew something was up. And she was letting her in anyway. She grabbed the woman’s hand, and said fervently, “Thank you so much.”

“Kat-a-rine.” A burly security guard stomped into the kitchen. “What’choo doing?”

“She’s with the others.”

But the guard had already caught on to Jess’s purpose and he smiled slyly. “You’re late, missy.”

“I-I know,” Jess stammered to make it look good but inside she was rolling her eyes. “I had a shoe emergency.”

She hoped the silly statement would take him off guard. Instead he gave her a lecherous look. “What you gonna do to make it worth my while to let you in?”

Jess gulped. This situation hadn’t been covered in the GHR employee handbook. Shit. She widened her eyes and glanced at his crotch. “Do I have time? I don’t want President LeRoy to be mad at you. I thought the guests had already arrived,” she said in a breathy voice, reminding the asshole that his boss would be less than happy if she were any later.

The guard peered over his shoulder. “No time now. After the party.”

Sure, pal. Jess breathed a mental sigh of relief. One awkward situation down, who knew what?, next.

“Follow me,” he grumbled.

“Is there a place where I can freshen up?” she smiled beguilingly at the guard. If she could just get into LeRoy’s bathroom, she could unload the poison in the bath salts and get the heck out.

“No.” The guard shook his head emphatically. “Guests only.”

Dammit. That would have been too easy. Guess this would have to be done the hard way. Hopefully she could figure what the hard way was before she was picked up for the night.

Jess sashayed behind the guard through a massive wide hallway with hand-tied silk Persian rugs and gilded gold-framed portraits of former leaders. Crystal chandeliers hung from high arched ceilings and cast light on a door almost hidden by fancy moulding work. The guard whispered, “You can sneak in this way and no one will notice.”

“Thanks,” she smiled sultrily and tried to impart every drop of sensuality into the gesture. “See you later, doll.”

His teeth were almost blindingly white in his dark face as he shoved her into the room. Jess nearly stumbled, but true to his word, she’d been thrust into the room in a back corner. The other guests were gathered around the buffet table set up at the other end of the large drawing room and no one noticed her less than elegant entrance.

The entire room reeked with the scent of lilies. Jess wondered where in the hell LeRoy had gotten lilies as a decoration?

And then she stopped, caught by an intense, severe stare.





Seven

He was going to kill her.

Assuming she made it out of the extremely dangerous situation she’d just willingly put herself into, her life would be forfeit because Colin was going to strangle her.

And then once he got back to the states for the debrief, Jack was going to kill him.

One big happy death circle.

What. The. Fuck?

She had gone completely against plan. This wasn’t even plan D, this was plan WTF.

She had on the dress that she’d worn the night that they’d hooked up and even with slightly dirty feet and very little make up on, she was flat out gorgeous.

Colin couldn’t take his eyes off her. Neither could half the men in this room. And what the hell did it say about him that he was beyond turned on?

“Ah, I can tell that you see something you like, mon ami,” LeRoy teased Colin. If he hadn’t been freaked before, he was now in the stratosphere of completely jacked up. Colin didn’t want LeRoy anywhere near Jess.

Colin stretched his fingers to forcibly keep his hands from clenching into fists. He couldn’t afford to display any kind of weakness. “She is...attractive.” Never show how much you want something.

This entire plan was a cluster. Keisha had been stopped, Jess had put away her rifle, which he really hadn’t wanted to use her anyway. She’d been right. An outright assassination of LeRoy would throw the country into civil unrest. While a natural death would create some difficulties it was nothing compared to what would happen if LeRoy died violently.

LeRoy let out a deep belly laugh, his face wreathed in wrinkles of a smile, his shoulders shook with mirth. He looked like a big fat black Santa and his bowl full of jelly. “I think more than just attractive. My madam has outdone herself.” LeRoy slapped him on the shoulder so hard, Colin nearly bent in half. “Avail yourself.”

Yeah, cause that would be good for you....wouldn’t it you big fat fuck?

Colin was pretty sure there were cameras in the rooms that the guests and their paid ‘companions’ were encouraged to use.

But he’d made such a big deal of staring at her that now Colin had to pick Jess up for the night. Of course, better him than someone else.

Colin prowled toward Jess, staying to the outside edge of the room so he could continue to observe the occupants. He noted how she moved around the room, mingling with the other guests and managing to keep a fairly even distance between them. Finally Colin had had enough. LeRoy was going to remember that Colin had the hots for a girl he didn’t recognize. And hopefully LeRoy would be dead before he could thank the madam for a woman she didn’t send.

If Jess wasn’t fucking careful she was going to find herself trapped for the night with one of these immoral ‘philanthropists’ who were willing to use a country’s prostitutes even as they proclaimed their philanthropic goal was to aid the poor, disaster-ravaged citizens. It certainly wasn’t his job to police them, but he really hoped that Antoine D’Aramitz truly was a man of the cloth and not a secret pervert.

Finally, Colin lost patience with her delay tactics. He stalked straight through the crowd. Jess, who was still keeping the periphery in her vision, didn’t realized he’d changed his trajectory. By the time she figured out he was no longer on the edges, it was too late.

Colin stood in front of her and the man she was currently chatting with.

“Bonjour,” she said with a sultry smile. Only Colin noticed the nerves beneath her welcoming exterior as she comprehended that he was not happy. Colin nodded to the portly man who was practically salivating at the way her plump breasts spilled out of the low cut top. She’d spread some sort of shimmery powder on the mounds and they glittered in the bright lights of the large room.

“Sorry, old chap. But I do believe she’s taken.” He curled his fingers around her bare bicep and crowded her body with his. Then he leaned in and whispered in her ear, loud enough for the other man to hear. “I want you.”

“Monsieur.” She giggled and batted her eyelashes flirtatiously. “How delightfully forward of you.”

“I’ll make it very worth your while.”

The other guy, wide-eyed and mouth hanging open, looked like he might object and challenge Colin for the opportunity to spend some alone time with Jess. So before he could even formally throw his hat in the ring, Colin began to herd Jess toward the exit. He curled his arm around her torso, from the outside the embrace should look lover-like, but hopefully Jess realized that the only way to break his hold would require a serious chop to the solar plexus.

He shouldn’t have worried. Jess twined her arm through his and swung her hips languidly as they sauntered toward the door that lead to the guest rooms. Ostensibly the rooms were ready for freshening up, but in reality they were for illicit sexual liaisons with the women that LeRoy provided.

Heat rose from her skin, and her fresh lemon scent and underlying perfume filled his senses. His body responded like she was standing there buck naked. “I am so tempted to put you over my knees and spank you.”

She laughed huskily and leaned over to whisper in his ear, “I’d like to see you try.”

“Don’t push me,” he growled.

Jess played the coquette and tilted her head, blonde and brown streaked hair tumbled sexily over one mostly bare shoulder, and over her breast. Her green eyes glittered with some emotion he couldn’t quite pin down. Indignation? Frustration? “Don’t underestimate me.”

Colin found one of the rooms for the guests to ‘freshen up’ in. He knocked lightly and when no one answered, he shoved the door open. Before she could lay into him, he curled his arm around her shoulders, and pressed her up against the wall covered in delicate, seashell pink silk wallpaper. He rocked his hips into her body, and reveled at the catch in her breath. Very quietly, he whispered in her ear, “Likely bugged, and/or recorded.”

Her body stiffened. But as if she immediately realized she had to be on guard, she went liquid.

Yes, she’d caught his meaning. They were likely going to be taped.

And they were going to have to perform, at least to some extent. They had to make it look and sound good before they could wander out, get lost, and hopefully get into LeRoy’s bathroom, plant the poison and get out of the mansion before anyone caught them where they shouldn’t be.

Getting right on board, Jess dragged her foot up his calf, even as her hands headed south and grabbed his butt. The move tilted her hips into his burgeoning erection. The blood in his body rushed to his cock even as he cupped her breasts through the snug, stretchy black fabric.

Suddenly he was back in that hotel hallway in London.

She was rubbing her body along his and his brain was short circuiting, sending pulses of lust straight to his dick. They needed to be strategizing, and all he could think about was getting inside her. As if he’d die if they weren’t connected in the most intimate manner possible in the next five seconds.

Colin scraped his fingers up her bare silky thigh and under her short tight skirt.

As he encountered mostly naked curves, his eyes rolled back in his head. “Fuck me, do you have anything on beneath this?” he snarled. His brain completely shut down.

She laughed. “Thong, monsieur.”

Thank fuck, she was staying in character because Colin had completely forgotten that they were players in a dangerous game. Where the hell was his head?

“I’m going to rip it off.” He yanked the lace from her body and plunged two fingers inside her. “I’ll buy you a new one.” He panted.

Jess laughed nervously. “Not necessary, mais merci.” And then she moaned as he trilled his thumb over her clit and a fierce triumph roared through him.

She tried frantically to undo his belt, and clawed at his zipper, scrabbling to get his pants down.

She shoved his underwear to his thighs and squeezed his bare ass. Colin wondered where the cameras were placed and hoped that what they were doing would be mostly hidden by his body. They were going to have to go through with this. If someone were actually listening or watching real time, it would be too suspicious if they didn’t now.

Fuck. He wanted to take his time. Spend hours, days, exploring her body, finding all those perfect spots and secret places that sent her into the stratosphere. On crisp sheets with an ocean breeze swirling around them and a bucket of chilled champagne sweating by the bedside. Instead, he was about to fuck her up against a wall.

Colin pulled his fingers from her body and curled his hands underneath her thighs and lifted her up. “Condom in my back pocket.”

She pulled the condom out and ripped the package open with her teeth. Jess had a huge grin on her face and her eyes were bright with laughter and desire. And fuck, but that turned him on even more. She was having fun. And she didn’t give a damn that there were likely cameras on them.

“Put it on,” he gutted out. He was so hard right now, they didn’t need the poison, he could club LeRoy to death with his cock.

The touch of her fingers on his cock as she rolled the condom down sent licks of fire through his blood. Jesus, she affected him. Her body told the same story, the feeling was mutual. His fingers were slick from her wet channel and her nipples stabbed his chest. Her breasts were flushed with arousal. And she probably didn’t even realize that she swayed back and forth in tiny hip rocks against his abs, rubbing against him sensuously.

Finally the condom was all the way on. “Brace yourself.”

Colin’s head went light as all the blood in his body rushed to his groin. In one desperate move, he thrust up into her and at the same time pulled her hips down so he was buried to the hilt. Jess shoved her head back against the wall, the crack echoed in the room. She clutched his shoulders with greedy fingers and a keening moan erupted from her throat as she came from that one powerful invasion.

Her body milked him, her hips rocked almost frantically. Colin powered in and out of her, caught in his own rush of lust. It only took one, two, three thrusts and his orgasm shuddered through him like a powerful shock.

She was wrapped around him like a freaking octopus, as the crazy force of his orgasm practically blew the top of his head off. He might have felt like a total loser for being so quick on the trigger but Jess had her head back, eyes closed, panting hard, and she was still spasming around his dick, squeezing him like a boa, with tight hard contractions. Sweat sheened her face and chest giving her a well-satisfied glow.

Her heart was pounding so hard, he could see the shimmy of her breasts with each beat. Colin’s heart pounded equally hard in double time. For a moment he thought he’d gone deaf and dumb. He couldn’t hear anything but the overpowering thud in his ears and all sensation was focused on her wet fist holding his cock so tightly he never wanted to leave.

“Fuck.” Colin dropped his forehead against the curve of her neck.

He was still holding her up against the wall. His arms were starting to shake with the effort, not because she was heavy but because he was so wrecked from the mind-blowing orgasm she’d just given him. But he didn’t want to let her go.

“Oui, monsieur,” she replied coquettishly.

“You are amazing,” he said loudly. Colin pressed a kiss to her neck and murmured. “I hope your brother never sees this tape, or I’m history.”

“Merci, monsieur.” Then she breathed in his ear, “None of his business.”

“Hopefully I managed to shield most of you from the cameras.”

Jess jerked back a little. Then she took one hand from his shoulders and gripped his hair in her fist. She jerked his head toward her and took his mouth in a carnal kiss. She devoured him, inhaled him, and destroyed him with the sheer power of her mouth. She hadn’t realized what he’d been trying to do. Her thanks was doing fantastic things to him.

As if electricity shot from the fingertips she held against his jaw, a current sizzled straight to his cock. He was getting hard again. He hadn’t even gone completely soft from one of the most explosive orgasms of his life and he was getting ready to go again.

“You are so...eager, monsieur.” She giggled, but it was the fake one. “But first we must freshen up from this last encounter.”

Perfect. She had segued them right into a need to find a bathroom. And gave him the opportunity to get ‘lost’ in the halls.

The earth trembled and the room rocked slightly. “Aftershock.” Another harder, longer trembler struck. This was perfect. They could use the fear of the occupants to deliver the poison and the ensuing chaos to get the hell out of here.

“Give me the stuff.” He nuzzled her ear as he demanded.

“Non.”

“If I get caught, it’s not that big of a deal. He needs the money and the aid.” But if she were to get caught, the consequences would be severe. No one was going to notice if one woman went missing after a natural disaster. However, the executive officer of a relief org that gave the President money went missing, it would create an incident that LeRoy couldn’t afford.

“We do it together.” She rebutted. “You can do the actual deed,” she avoided the word, poison. “If it makes you feel better, but you need a lookout.”

Colin’s stomach cramped. He knew that from their conversations six months ago that she was conflicted. He didn’t want her to compromise her principles.

Jack had made him promise not to pressure her. That way she could make an informed decision. And if she chose not to participate in the deadly part of the mission, her conscience would be intact. She could continue to work for Jack on strictly the humanitarian side. He’d had Colin head this mission so that she would bear no ill will toward her brothers if she chose to back out. But now Colin was more worried about protecting her than protecting Jack and the company. “What about your...issues?”

“After the suffering we saw today, how can he live with himself?” she argued quietly. “I’m good.”

Colin looked at her. Really looked.

Her hair was mussed, her pale skin flushed with the aftereffects of explosive sex and the sizzle of excitement. Her green eyes were bright with anticipation. Adrenaline had visibly affected her. She was getting off on the whole situation. The adrenaline. The danger. She was better than good. She was pumped.

He dove in for one last carnal kiss. Jess let her legs slide down his body, feeling liquid yet humming with tension. “Let us find a bathroom cherie and we can go for round two.”

They slipped into the hallway. Colin had to hope LeRoy wouldn’t leave his guests alone in the main ballroom. He needed to schmooze as many people as possible. And hopefully that last aftershock had created a little chaos.

And Colin wasn’t about to leave her behind. How could he? She wanted to be here. She was the one who came up with the plan.

She caressed his shoulder with affection, ‘be careful’ inherent in the light touch. And then they walked out. “Let’s do this.”

Jack Stone was going to kill him dead. Colin’s lips curved as he remembered the sound Jess made when he slid home. The little moan that was more than a puff of breath but less than a full scream. A reminiscent smile curved his lips and right this second, he couldn’t bring himself to care.

Of course, that wasn’t really true. He was blowing a years’ long friendship and a mutually respectful professional relationship by ignoring Jack’s request. But there was something about Jess. He hadn’t been able to resist her.

Fuck, he was a dead man.





Eight

Two weeks later

 

“Jessica!” Jack roared from his office. Ava, his assistant froze, one elegantly-manicured hand on her throat, the other wrapped around the waist of her Calvin Klein suit.

Since Jess was almost at his door, the annoyed shout was completely unnecessary.

In the week since she had returned, her relationship with Jack had steadily improved. She finally felt as if she were truly a part of the family business. But the thunderous look on his face shot her straight back to outsider.

Dammit. Jess’s mood plummeted. She needed this job for more reasons than one. She’d returned from Port-du-Bois buoyed by her success in the field. LeRoy had been found dead, apparently died in his sleep, so their mission had worked. Antoine D’Aramitz, with full support from the military, had stepped in. The deplorable conditions for the people of Port-du-Bois had improved almost overnight. The change in leadership occurred without bloodshed and at little to no cost to the devastated citizens who needed help, not an embezzling immoral leader.

Justice had been served Stone cold.

After the off the cuff, last minute change in plans, Jess had earned Keisha’s grudging respect. Jess still didn’t know why Keisha acted the way she did but they had reached a tentative peace, and Keisha had actually invited her to lunch yesterday.

Jess was thrilled about her newly changed, closer relationship with her brother Jack. When she’d asked him why he hadn’t told her the truth about GHR and Stone Consulting, that the organization had multi-faceted layers of involvement in the countries and situations they participated in, he’d responded, “Sink or swim, baby. You are our sister. I was pretty damn sure that you’d step up to the action. But if you didn’t or couldn’t, this was the perfect opportunity to test the waters. And you performed, came through with flying colors, even better than I could have imagined.”

Her sense of pride was nearly overwhelming when Jack said, “Welcome to the family biz, sweetheart.”

She fit at GHR. She finally realized she could do good and still utilize her other skills when necessary. She was vital to the organization. It was as if everything was just falling into place.

Except for one thing. The only area of her life that was not going well was her heart. She had known her interlude with Colin would be brief, explosive and over before they left Port-du-Bois but even so, she hadn’t anticipated the speed and finality of the end.

They’d managed to get the poison into LeRoy’s bathroom without getting caught. There had been a few hairy moments. She’d had to duck into a hall closet when her guard pal almost caught up with her.

Aftershocks had continued to rock the city and they made their way back to the camp without detection. The soldiers were too busy trying to control the panicked citizens who were totally freaked out. The streets had been packed with terrified people afraid once again to go back inside.

Even though it had been late and most of the relief workers were tucked away in their tents, the occasional emergency siren blew long and loud. And when they’d gotten back to the compound, Colin had thanked her stiffly for her commitment to the cause and then promptly sent her to her own tent.

The only conversations they’d had after that pertained strictly to their relief work.

So two weeks later, even after full days of satisfying work, she went home every night to her lonely condo and she relived the moments with Colin.

Not just the sex, although, who was she kidding, she definitely missed how he made her feel. But she missed his company too. She’d missed him.

She refused to mope. He was clearly treating their time in Port-du-Bois as a hook up. She hadn’t heard from him since she got back to Monterey. And she knew he was in town. The entire office had been buzzing about the handsome, hot Brit.

Jess shoved into Jack’s office. “What’s got your panties in a twist?” She flipped her hair over her shoulder and simultaneously noticed Colin sitting in the chair in front of Jack’s desk. His familiar light brown hair and heart-jerking tilt of his head hit her. And then he turned around and looked straight at her spearing her heart with his direct regard. Jack tossed a glossy picture on his desk but Jess couldn’t tear her gaze from Colin.

Wonderful.

She hoped she was hiding her visceral reaction to being in the same room with Colin again. But she wasn’t sure. She licked her lips and tore her gaze from her former lover as Jack burst up from his chair, fists clenched and his dark black hair standing on end.

“What. The. Hell?” He snarled.

Colin jumped up from his chair and placed himself between Jess and Jack. She gave him a strange look. “What are you doing?”

Colin jerked his chin at her brother. “Protecting you.”

Jess fell back a step. “Jack wouldn’t hurt me.” At least not physically.

“But I would hurt you.” Jack stepped around his desk and fists in the air, threw a punch at Colin.

Colin’s head snapped back but he didn’t lift his hands to protect himself. A trail of blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. He wiggled his jaw back and forth a few times but didn’t say a word.

“Jack!”

Jack punched Colin again. “Are you such a man-whore that you couldn’t keep it in your pants for a few weeks?”

Jess’s face drained of color. “What?” she whispered.

“Are you such an ass that you would bring it up in front of your sister?” Colin snapped back.

“It’s been brought up in front of a hell of a lot more people than my sister, since I was sent the photos to prove it,” Jack said viciously.

“Photos?” Jess said faintly. There must have been surveillance in that room. At the time, she hadn’t cared. But standing in her brother’s office, she was re-thinking that nonchalance.

Colin picked the 8 x 10 picture up off of Jack’s desk. “It’s my ass hanging out,” he said casually.

Jess peered over Colin’s shoulder and winced. Awesome. Even though only part of her face was visible, her bare legs were wrapped around Colin’s very fine ass, and she was clearly identifiable in the picture.

It looked like Colin was showing her a very good time. Her head was thrown back and her mouth was curved in ecstasy.

“She did the job,” Colin said to Jack. “She used her head and found a way in to the mansion to get the poison to me.”

“And you just couldn’t resist using her too?” Jack clenched his fists as if he was going to hit Colin again.

“The picture evidence would support our decision to make it real,” Colin replied wearily. “If they’d had any suspicion after observing us in that room, we both, or at the very least, Jess would be dead.”

All very valid, logical reasons. But suddenly Jess was back in that guest room. And she knew that the picture revealed a whole other reason for the fact that they’d had sex in that room. Their desire practically leapt from that photo. Sensual, sultry, and totally hot.

“Jack.” Suddenly, Jess’s temper began to boil. “If Keisha and Colin had sex in Port-du-Bois, this would be a non-issue. So why are you giving Colin a hard time?”

“Because I asked him to keep it in his pants. He was supposed to be watching over you, not boning you.”

“You....” Her anger hit white hot. “Are you serious? I’m twenty-eight years old. It’s not like I’m in high school and getting pressure from the Homecoming King, for God’s sake.”

“You’re still my baby sister.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “I cannot believe this.”

Jack wasn’t finished. “He promised me—”

“I’m sorry,” Colin said stiffly. “I apologize for betraying our friendship.”

He turned on his heel and walked toward the door.

Jack yelled, “What were you thinking?”

Colin spun around. “Jess has a joy that is incandescent. I just...wanted her to warm me up. How do you not see it?” Colin jabbed his finger at Jack. His usually pale eyes were dark with repressed emotion and his face almost angry. “Wouldn’t you do whatever it took to feel that alive, that satisfied?”

Silence filled the office.

Jack’s face was a mask of stunned remorse. “Jesus,” he whispered. “You weren’t just boning her.”

“No, you idiot.” Colin said despairingly, “I couldn’t bear to stay away from her.”

Jess was stunned. Her feet rooted to the floor as a gaping hole opened in her chest and all his longing and sorrow poured in filling her up. She stood unmoving, as Colin stalked toward the door and away from her.

“What are you doing?” Jack whispered. “Go after him.”

She was frozen, numb. The seething emotion coming from Colin had taken her completely by surprise. She had made the decision six months ago to take control of her life. Take control of her future. She’d mostly been thinking of her career and her family life. But suddenly she realized she needed to take control of her life.

“Wait.” Jess sprinted toward him and grabbed Colin’s bicep. He was hard and tense underneath her palm. She realized she’d fit with him since that hot, close room in a dingy underground station. They fit.

Colin turned, his face completely impassive. If she hadn’t seen his intensity a minute ago, she would have thought that he could care less.

“You think I have that—”

“I know you do,” Colin interrupted.

“Let me finish,” Jess snapped. Her heart was beating so hard, she thought she might pass out. This was so important. She had to say it right. “I don’t. Whatever you see, whatever you feel with me, is because of you.”

Colin shook his head.

“It’s true,” Jess insisted, sick at his misery. “You do that to me. We fit.”

She skimmed her hand over his hair. She’d clearly shocked him. As if he couldn’t bear not to touch her any longer, Colin curled his hard fingers around her shoulders and yanked her against his hard, familiar body.

Jess melted against him. “I missed you,” she whispered in his ear.

He slid his arms around her back and held her tight. “I missed you too.”

“It sorta seems impossible.” People didn’t fall that fast. Did they?

“I’ve been missing you for the last six months.” Colin slid a hand up the back of her neck and cupped her head. “But the last two weeks have been torture.”

Oh, she melted just a little bit more. How did such a hard ass say the sweetest things? She nudged his erection with the curve of her belly, equally as turned on but they had things to discuss first.

What did he really mean? “What are we talking here?” Jess wasn’t leaving anything in uncertain terms. She’d made the decision to go after life. If she was going to go after it, she was going all the way.

“A shot at making this,” he pressed light sucking kisses along her jawline. “Work.” And then he took her mouth. There was no other way to describe the possessive, dominating power of his kiss. He attacked as if his ship was going down and he refused to surrender.

Jess broke away from the kiss and rested her forehead against Colin’s. She gazed into his intense, gray eyes. “We’ve got some logistics to work out.”

Jack cleared his throat.

A hot blush spread over her face. She’d completely forgotten that her brother was still in the room.

“Why are you still here?” Colin growled.

Jack’s voice was the tiniest bit amused as he replied, “Because it’s my office.”

Colin kissed her again and nudged her toward the door. “Let’s discuss this somewhere more private.”

Jess reveled in the hard circle of his arms and the sensual press of his body against hers. “Sounds good to me.”

Jack cleared his throat again. “If you two stop making out in front of me, I might have a solution.”

“Is it wrong of me to want to shoot your brother right now?”

Jess snorted. “I am pretty skilled with a pistol, I can show you how.”

“Brilliant.” Colin smiled against her mouth and pressed her up against the office wall. “If we ignore him maybe he’ll go away.”

“I thought I’d offer you a job, you ungrateful Brit,” Jack said without an ounce of anger. “Just so we’re clear, I had planned to do this before I saw the picture of you two.”

“What do you think?” Jess held her breath. Working together was tricky. Of course, they’d managed it in Port-du-Bois under fairly extreme circumstances.

“I’m up for it.”

Jess snickered. “You’re up for more than that.”

“Oh God, my eyes,” Jack murmured. Right before he shut the door, he begged, “Just please don’t have sex on my desk.”

They ignored him.





Carved in Stone

“Connor!”

Connor Stone’s oldest brother, Jack, yelled through the doorway of his office. The sound traveled all the way down the hall and through Con’s closed door.

Con yanked his door open and stomped toward the reception area and Jack’s office. “Jesus, Jack.” He swiped a fall of blond hair from his eyes as he strode past Ava, Jack’s assistant. Con steeled himself to greet her casually with a quick smile, an informal wave, keeping his tone and demeanor low-key so that she would have no idea how much he wanted her. “Hey, Ava.”

“Hello, Connor,” she replied softly as he barged into Jack’s office. Peripherally, he noted her conservative, trim red suit and matching fingernails. The lush contours of her smoking hot body were hidden beneath the staid boxy clothes. Not that he should be noticing her body, but hell he was a guy.

He breathed a quick sigh of relief as he successfully managed to make it past her without revealing any of the lust that he felt. She was Jack’s assistant and therefore totally off limits. Plus he was pretty sure he made her nervous.

“What the hell is your deal?” Con’s suppressed desire made his voice sharper than he intended.

“I need you.”

Con tried not to let the words mean too much but he could feel his chest swell and his throat get a little tight. He was still trying to live down his wild, out-of-control teenage past, even though he was twenty-eight years old and had retired from the Army after seven years and multiple tours. “What for?”

“Close the door for a sec.”

Con shut the door and raised his blond eyebrows. Jack shifted in his massive desk chair and flattened his lips. He hadn’t seen Jack this out of sorts since the day that Jess and Shelley, their half-sister and her mother, had come to live with them at the Stone Mansion twenty years ago. Their bastard of a father, Jackson Stone Senior, told the whole family Jack was the man of the house and promptly left. Jack had been fourteen.

Con stood in front of Jack’s desk, military stiff, feet apart, hands clasped behind his back in parade rest.

“At ease, soldier.” Jack chuckled. “While I love the fact that you consider me like your commanding Lord and Master—”

Con snorted. His brother always knew how to push it.

“You’re out of the Army now,” Jack continued. “There’s no need for military protocol in the office.”

But the military had given him the structure he needed and the discipline to become a better version of himself. Con shrugged. “I’m comfortable with it,” he said simply.

Jack’s moment of amusement was gone, replaced by a somber frown. “Okay. I have to be out of the office for a few days. Unfortunately.”

“So do you need intel for your trip?”

“No.” If anything his frown got deeper. “That part is taken care of.”

Jack stared off into the distance, his face a mask of grumpiness and annoyance. He rubbed a hand over his mouth and shook his head to clear whatever had taken root in his mind. Con thought he saw a flash of worry in Jack’s eyes but he knew that wasn’t right. Nothing scared Jack. He was the ultimate protector, the ultimate big brother, and the head of their family since the age of fourteen. Damn their irresponsible father.

“Muscle?” Con asked with bemusement. That seemed unlikely. Jack could take care of himself.

Another smile quirked Jack’s mouth. “Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

About some things, yes. About lots of others, not a chance. But he wasn’t about to share that with Jack.

“It’s a Stone Consulting job,” Jack clarified. “Classified.”

They’d all had jobs that had been classified at one time or another, except for Ava Sanchez. Jack had hired her straight out of college from Cal State Monterey Bay. She’d been with Jack since the beginning of GHR and Stone Consulting. Con knew her degree was in global studies with a concentration in nongovernment organizations— not that he’d happened to read her personnel file or anything—and that she never quite looked him in the eyes.

“I really need your help on a separate job.” Jack stared out the reflective glass window, the view of the Monterey Bay obscured by lingering morning fog. Wisps of clouds drifted lazily in the gray sky.

Connor tried not to let Jack’s words raise his hopes. Usually his contribution to the company was relegated to light hacking, keeping both companies’ firewalls intact, and muscle when they needed an extra body on an op. But now, Jack needed his help?

Con stayed silent. He had no idea where Jack was going with this. When Connor just waited patiently, Jack finally said, “You can get so quiet it’s freaky. How are we even related?”

And there it was. Connor’s reminder that he wasn’t like the other Stone siblings. He wasn’t the oldest, he wasn’t the charmer, he wasn’t the sister. Hell he didn’t even look like his brothers and sister. They had dark hair and green or hazel eyes while Con was blond with a really weird mix of brown and gold eyes.

He was the leftover. The extra. His father had reminded him of that fact often enough growing up. When he was a teenager he’d grabbed attention by acting out, being crazy. Fortunately the Army cured him of that habit. Now he had one motto: Deeds not words.

Con had to play it calm. Deeds not words. He was finally being given the chance to show that he wasn’t the same crazy, spoiled boy that Jack heard about after he left home.

“Can you run an intensive background check on Jose Fernandez?”

“Sure.” Connor waited for more information, wondering why that name sounded familiar. “Am I looking for anything specific?”

“I don’t know.” Jack rubbed his finger along his scarred eyebrow. He’d never confessed how he had scarred it but Con had enough experience in the Army to know that a bullet had come way too close to his brother’s brain. “I need anything and everything you can find on the guy. There’s got to be something there, even if no one has found it yet. I don’t want to influence your search, so I’m keeping it vague. But I believe he is dirty.”

Connor’s interest was piqued. A puzzle. “You got it. Anything else?”

“Don’t tell anyone what you are working on.”

Con shrugged. That wouldn’t be a problem.

“Stay here a sec.” Jack pressed the intercom on his phone. “Ava, my office now.”

Con jerked. He tried to avoid being in small enclosed spaces with her. “You want me to leave?” He hoped his tone wasn’t as desperate as he was feeling.

For whatever reason, the last few weeks he’d had more trouble than usual avoiding her. And every time he saw her, his heart rate soared and his thoughts went increasingly to pictures of them together. Not that he would ever do anything about those pictures. He had changed, matured, and he wasn’t going to destroy his newfound image by getting busy with an employee.

“No. I still need you here.”

Ava opened the door and hurried to the office entrance.

“Yes?” She hovered half in, half out of the doorway. Connor cut a quick glance her way but she was completely focused on Jack. She never said much, even though he knew she spoke four different languages. She was efficient, organized, had the proper attitude and mindset for the Global Humanitarian Relief, and probably didn’t know everything they did at GHR’s subsidiary, Stone Consulting.

“I’m going out of town. And I’ve got some instructions for you.” Jack tapped the blotter on his desk. “And Connor.”

Jack waited one more second and then said, “I’m leaving Connor in charge of the office.”

“Me?” And damn if Con’s voice didn’t rise slightly like a prepubescent boy getting asked out by the hottest girl in school.

“Yeah, you,” Jack said as if putting Con in charge made perfect sense. “Riley is delivering books and school supplies to Sulu Island in the Philippines. Jess and Colin are in England until next Tuesday getting his stuff ready to move here. I have to go out of town and I want a Stone in charge.”

Jack’s brow lifted, as if trying to impart some silent message, but Con was too distracted to interpret that look. Con could care less what the message was. This was a huge step.

A fierce sense of pride flooded him. Jack was entrusting GHR, his personal baby, to Con. But he’d take that out and examine it later. Right now he needed to focus on logistics. “How long are you going to be gone?”

“I don’t know.” Jack continued tapping the pen. “And I don’t know what my comm options will be so I may be out of cell reach for some of my trip.”

Con wondered at the lack of information. Jack didn’t seem to be trying to be intentionally vague. If anything he seemed irritated and out of sorts. Con tilted his head, waiting for more info. But Jack didn’t answer his unspoken question.

“Ava, is there anything hot right now?”

“Just the situation with Riley.” Her husky voice scraped over Connor’s spine like a lover’s fingernails over his naked back, and his body responded accordingly. Hell, this was why he tried to avoid her.

“So you’re on.” Jack pointed at Con. But then he got one last dig in by cautioning, “Don’t fuck it up.”

Connor’s good humor deflated faster than a parachute canopy after a flare. Thanks for the vote of confidence, bro. But he didn’t say the words out loud. Couldn’t. He’d always be the youngest, no value added, just some leftover kid that ended up living with the Stone family, related by birth but that’s it. Sometimes he wondered why he’d ever come to work for Jack.

“And no having sex on my desk, damn Jess and Colin.”

Ava flushed a deep red, her face brighter than the fire engine color of her suit. Her dark eyes were wide as she rushed out of the room without saying a word.

“Are you trying to get sued?” Connor burst out. “Why would you say that? I barely know her.” And dammit. Is that really what Jack thought of him? That Con would bone Ava on his desk? Hadn’t he avoided her for nine long months, keeping his distance because he was making the effort to be responsible? To show Jack he was worthy of the job? To show everyone that he’d changed?

Suddenly, Con couldn’t get the vision of Ava, her suit jacket gaped open, skirt rucked up around her waist, her black hair tumbling over her bare breasts and her long, sleek legs wrapped around him as he pounded home.

He’d constantly, for the nine months he’d worked here, tried to think about Ava in a completely non-sexual way. He focused on her efficiency at keeping them organized and on track, her dedication to her job, and her shyness around him.

But that picture of her, red lips plumped and dark eyes bright, sprawled on top of Jack’s desk kept shoving its way into his mind. Jesus, was it getting hot in here?

And why could he not get that picture out of his head?

 

***

 

Ava scurried toward her desk and cursed her tendency to blush. Luckily, with her swarthy skin tone and her current healthy tan—she’d spent a decent amount of time at the beach this summer—her blush likely wasn’t too noticeable. However, she couldn’t completely hide her deep embarrassment. When Jack had issued his ‘no sex on the desk’ command, she’d had no chance to temper her reaction. It was as if he’d reached right into her favorite fantasy and blurted it out to Connor.

She sighed. Connor, who never even noticed her.

Oh, he acknowledged her. He smiled. Said hello. But there was distance in their interactions that she was pretty sure was deliberate. And since they had very few interactions, none personal, she knew he didn’t want to get to know her.

Maybe on the outside she appeared as a confident, well-dressed, well-groomed woman, but on the inside she was still that painfully shy wallflower, the migrant worker who didn’t quite belong, who squeaked when spoken to and couldn’t ever act normal in a social situation.

She’d worked hard to overcome her natural reticence. To learn to be polished and to strive for classy and sophisticated. To eradicate the dust and dirt from the fields and her native Sinaloan accent. She’d come a long way in the last eight years, but she still had difficulty speaking to men she found attractive. And she definitely found Connor Stone attractive.

“Sorry, Ava,” Jack called from his office. She knew he was. He was gruff and a little rough around the edges but he meant well. He’d given her a job right out of college and helped her acclimate to a new world with affection and patience. He treated all his employees like family, which meant he frequently didn’t think before he spoke.

Jack, she could handle. She grinned. “Expect my lawsuit in the mail,” she quipped back, completely at ease with her totally hot boss. And he was. Totally hot. At thirty-four, he was also a little on the old side for her. But Ava wasn’t attracted to Jack. He didn’t make her girl parts tingle the way his brother did. Jack was like the older brother she’d never had and always wanted.

Jack gave a shout of laughter.

Why had Jack said that? Could he know that she frequently daydreamed about the youngest Stone brother? All the other women in the office were loco over Riley. And no doubt Riley was extremely handsome, smooth, and very charming. He always made her feel feminine and special. But he did that to everyone. Ava preferred the quiet confidence and the understated smarts of Connor Stone.

He was physically intimidating, as big as Jack and definitely as muscular. Since she wasn’t a simpering, skinny swizzle stick, but a solid woman with more curves than she’d like and the build of a peasant, Ava appreciated Connor’s bulk. She imagined that he would make her feel delicate and dainty if he wrapped his massive biceps around her and cupped her ass in his large palms.

“Hey.” Connor stood in front of her desk.

Ava jerked and blinked up at him. She could feel an even deeper flush thunder through her body like a wave of heat. Great, while she’d been daydreaming, he’d been watching her imagine him naked and wrapped around her. “Er. Hello.”

“Ignore him. He’s an idiot.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

And if only he’d shut up then, because that was the perfect place to stop. Instead, he kept going. “Of course we aren’t going to....”

Of course. Because no way could a guy that good looking, that smart, that everything, ever want to have sex with her. Ava’s temper began to simmer. “Of course not.” Her snide tone left no room for interpretation.

Connor looked very uncomfortable as he figured out that he’d just insulted her. “Uhhh, I don’t think that came out the way I meant it.”

And like that she boiled over. “How did you mean it?” she said sweetly, softly. She blinked at him with her most innocent, wide-eyed, non-threatening expression for the first time truly looking him in the eyes. He had gorgeous eyes, a sunburst of caramel, chocolate and a hint of pale green in a kaleidoscope of color. Tawny, gold, predatory.

He was a very smart man. And he’d figured out that no matter what he said, he was trapped and going to offend her. Like the very smart man he was, Connor backed away. “I meant no disrespect.”

If that was the way he wanted to leave it. “Fine.”

That stereotypical Latina temper was a stereotype for a reason but she usually left her hothead reactions at the door. She needed this job and most importantly, she wanted this job to atone for the past. It was a bonus that she loved working here. She loved that she was using her degree but also doing some good. GHR was the perfect vehicle for her need to do penance. For her luck in surviving when Maria...Maria hadn’t.

“Ava....”

He wasn’t going to go away until she forgave him for the insult and let him off the hook. Too bad she didn’t want to forgive him.

“Sure. None taken,” Ava said dismissively, clearly lying. She purposely stared at her monitor and started typing away. Too bad she had no idea what document was open or what she was typing. If he looked at the screen, he would only see gibberish.

Connor stood in front of her desk, arms hanging limply at his sides, half-turned toward Jack’s office, half-facing her, as if undecided about what to do next.

She continued to pretend that she was ultra-busy, praying he would go away so that she could run to the bathroom and compose herself. She could hear Jack on the phone in his office, arranging the company jet to be at the Monterey regional airport. Soon.

Jack didn’t sound happy. And she wondered why he was doing his own scheduling rather than having her take care of it. There was plenty of work that he took care of himself already. But he always had her schedule their pilot, Shane, and make the travel arrangements.

Connor hadn’t left the area by her desk and his presence was beginning to make her sweat. She wondered if Connor was going to use Jack’s office while Jack was gone, and if so, how was she going to get any work done with him less than twenty feet away and always just...there? She’d be a distracted mess the entire time.

Out of the corner of her eye, she noted his feet had started moving.

Only he wasn’t leaving. He was stalking toward her, literally like a leopard toward its prey. Finally, all she could see was his thick, muscular thighs and the intriguing bulge in his crotch, covered by tan cargo pants, before he slammed his hands down on her desk, his blunt fingers and wide palms flattened on top of the report she was supposed to be typing.

His biceps rippled as he leaned close, his broad solid torso loomed over her and Ava fought the urge to lean away from the clear menace in Connor’s pose. “Let’s get one thing perfectly straight,” he said softly. His face was set in fierce lines, and his multi-colored eyes glowed with fiery intensity.

Ava hypnotically lifted her gaze to his face, overwhelmed by his sheer physical presence. Arousal tingled through her at his proximity and his obvious strength. “Just because I won’t, doesn’t mean I don’t want.”

Connor shoved up and off her desk, then strode purposefully away. Ava was struck speechless by his words as she watched the play of his glutes beneath his snug cargo pants. Her heart still beat erratically in her chest and either she’d had a major sugar crash from her hard boiled egg breakfast or all the blood in her head had rushed south to a very under-used body part.

One question kept circling in her suddenly light-headed brain: Did he just say he wanted her?





Two

Smooth, real smooth, Con.

Nothing like blurting out the fact that you had the hots for your co-worker. Not to mention opening the company up to a potential sexual harassment suit. Not to mention he’d managed to keep his insane attraction to her under wraps for nine months and in one unguarded moment, he’d undone months of keeping his shit together and being the man he wanted to be. Connor wanted to thunk his head against his desk.

Instead, he did what was familiar and retreated into code and computers. Code didn’t lie. Code didn’t throw out confusing signals. Code didn’t make an ass of itself. Code was just there doing it’s job. Not bothering anyone. Code could be scrambled, sure. But once you unraveled the pattern, the truth behind the code was evident.

Con ran backup security scans on the Stone Consulting system while he dug into the other job that Jack had given him.

Jose Fernandez. Now Con remembered where he’d heard the name. Fernandez was currently waiting on Senate confirmation as Deputy Secretary of Labor. He was a champion of civil rights and had crusaded for migrant farm worker rights locally in Monterey County before launching his political career, moving on to the state of California, and now Washington DC.

On the surface, Fernandez seemed like a great choice and a shoe-in for the job. As Con did the initial check on the politician, the guy seemed to have a golden career. But if Stone Consulting was investigating him, Con had to believe there was something about Fernandez that had set off Jack’s bullshit meter.

Congress was in recess through the Thanksgiving holiday but Jack wanted the report done as soon as possible which told Connor that some people in DC weren’t on vacation yet.

Hours later, Con still couldn’t get Ava out of his head. Her jaw had dropped when he’d confessed that he wanted her. Surprise had blanketed her gorgeous face. She had round cheeks, a long nose, black eyebrows always slightly arched as if she found the world around her amusing, eyes a rich deep brown, so dark—the color of the night sky on the foggy coast—and plump full lips painted a bright cherry red. Usually her mouth was curved in a half-smile but earlier her lips had formed a clear oh, before she snapped her teeth shut.

He’d never seen Ava anything other than professional, but sometimes he sensed a melancholy in her. Today her eyes had glittered with temper when he’d clumsily tried to apologize for Jack’s comment. And now Connor couldn’t stop picturing her wantonly spread-eagled on Jack’s desk, her elegant hands clutched around his biceps, her red nails digging into his arms, and her sweetly rounded ass perched on the edge of the desk as Con powered in and out of her. Shit.

All the blood in his body pooled in his groin. Awesome. He had a fucking hard on. At work. While he fantasized about his brother’s assistant. Could this day get any more wacked?

Connor absently watched the code from their server scroll across his screen. He frowned as an odd bit of text caught his eye. He stopped the rapidly scrolling information and backed up to the unfamiliar code. He took a screenshot and then kept going.

But that niggling sense of something out of place had him separating his screen into two different views, he kept an eye on the scrolling code while on the other screen he stared at that little piece of wrongness.

The short, innocuous command did not belong in the middle of the other code on the screen. And he knew it wasn’t his. So who or what was trying, and not succeeding, thanks to his little encryption lock, to break into their system?

Connor shifted back to the scrolling code to search for more attempts at illegal forays or bits of commands that didn’t belong. He needed to review all the evidence and make sure he had all his facts and the proof to back it up before he took any suspicions to Jack. He wanted to be very clear before he exposed his findings to his brother. Deeds. Not words.

While he continued to monitor the code he found three more instances where someone had tried to break into Stone Consulting. Connor made a quick printout of the illicit hack attempts on their system. This was beyond bad.

 

***

 

Ava finished typing the report regarding GHR’s aid on the earthquake-ravaged island of Port-du-Bois. Jess Stone had just returned a few weeks ago from the disaster area along with their new employee Colin Davies.

Jess and Colin appeared to have hit it off on the op. If Jack’s warning about his desk had been anything to go by, they had definitely gotten busy on his desk. Ava blushed as heat spread through her body just thinking about Jack’s comment. Even with no one to see her.

She needed to think about other things. More important things than her unwelcome and unrequited attraction to Connor Stone. Let’s face it, her infatuation was going nowhere. Until today, she had no idea that he even noticed she was a woman. But she loved this job and if she got involved with Connor even briefly, and if it ended badly when they were done, she’d be the one out the door. Jack wasn’t about to fire his brother.

She needed to shut down that line of thought right now.

Instead, Ava focused on her work, rewarding work that fulfilled her. Jack had given her the freedom to research philanthropies and initiate a new beneficiary for GHR. She had found the perfect recipient for a cause she whole-heartedly believed in. S.S.A.F.E, Security, Shelter, and Freedom for the Exploited, was an organization that helped trafficked women and children reintegrate into society after they were freed from slavery.

She had written the proposal to show how GHR could support the organization and before the year was out they would become the newest beneficiary of GHR’s generosity. Ava had done that.

Jack knew her background. He knew about Maria and the others. Her reason for wanting to work for GHR and her need to atone.

He had also promised that one day soon, once she had more training, she would be able to go on relief missions. So Ava had started CrossFit training, soaked up knowledge of all aspects of Global Humanitarian Relief’s practices, and mentally catalogued everything that went on at the main company, GHR, and it’s less altruistic subsidiary, Stone Consulting.

She actually had little idea what Stone Consulting did. Jack handled everything except the finance numbers. She knew Stone Consulting made a lot of money. And some of their clients were likely governments, based on the acronyms on their Profit and Loss statements. Beyond that, the shadowy company was opaque. The workings and job specifics of Stone Consulting were completely obscured from her.

The office was quiet. Riley was out of the country on an op and everyone else had left on vacation for the holidays. Since her parents had gone back to Sinaloa for a month leaving her alone for the next few weeks, Ava had volunteered to man the office. Thanksgiving was only six days away and the entire office was closed next week so that Jack’s employees could go home to their families.

Jack Stone valued family. Ava knew that from his dogged pursuit to get all of his siblings working for GHR. He’d finally succeeded, and the last holdout, Jess, had left the FBI and come to work for him.

Jack had departed right before lunch, muttering to himself about arrogance, payback favors, and something else she couldn’t quite hear. Ava was pretty sure that she and Connor, who was secreted back in his office with his computers after making an ass of himself, were the only ones left in the fourth floor office suite.

She read through the report one last time. Jack usually reviewed the GHR reports, confirming mission details and conclusions, sometimes changing a word or two, before she hit send. But today he’d been in a hurry and asked Ava to double check this one.

Ava always took note of the altered meaning when he made changes. Then when he was completely satisfied with the contents, she sent the highly-encrypted file to someone, somewhere in DC. The email was generic with no identifier as to agency or corporation. To her eye, there wasn’t any information that could be considered classified. But based on the level of encryption, she figured there must be information that wasn’t readily available to the general public.

She wasn’t stupid. She’d figured out after two months on the job that Stone Consulting’s income actually supported Global Humanitarian Relief’s efforts. Stone Consulting was the moneymaker with no written files or traceable evidence of the work performed. But the company’s profits allowed GHR to do a lot of good, as proven by Jess and Colin’s report from Port-du-Bois. They had handed out tens of thousands of packets of both water purification tablets and seeds. The population of Port-du-Bois was already better off for the good that GHR had delivered while they were on the island.

It hadn’t escaped Ava’s notice that the head of the country had conveniently died of natural causes while they were there.

Ava didn’t know if that was related or not, and she’d decided after reading about Henri LeRoy’s atrocities in this report, somehow none of his various misdeeds were in the international news, that she didn’t care to delve too deeply into what had happened. But sometimes she did wonder if it were smart to ignore the mystery of Stone Consulting.

Ava double checked every detail one last time and then with a deep breath, she hit send.

She had one final task to finish before she could go work out. Jack had given her a Stone Consulting report that needed to be sent...somewhere. He’d given her the handwritten note with a request that she shred the paper as soon as the document was in the computer, send the report, and then delete the sent email.

Ava typed the report quickly. Jack had hesitated before handing her the handwritten note but she couldn’t figure out why. The entire report and email consisted of one short paragraph: SC is investigating Subject F more deeply through online records. Going after living proof of wrongdoing. Beyond witness, no other physical evidence exists at this time. Will have updated report or hopefully evidence in custody before Thanksgiving.

Ava typed the email, hit send, and promptly deleted all references on her computer. Jack hadn’t signed the email. It was sent from a one time account that was deleted as soon as she transmitted the ‘report’. Ava took the innocuous piece of paper and put it through the high security, random particle shredder, until it was 46,000 bits of confetti.

This was a big step for Ava. He had never entrusted her with the other, more secret, aspects of the company and Ava felt a silly sense of pride. She’d moved to a new stage in learning the business. She was one step closer to her goal of helping people, saving people.

Ava hit the women’s restroom and changed into her running clothes. It was time for her Workout of the Day. GHR’s office was located in the downtown area of Monterey. On the fourth floor, both Ava’s reception area and Jack’s office had a gorgeous view of the Monterey Bay and the very touristy marina. But what Ava loved most about the GHR office was the quick access to the beach and the ocean.

Ava ran along the cold wet sand of Municipal Beach. She let the sand kick up and splatter her legs. The brisk sea breeze, scented with salt and seaweed, buffeted her body and swept through her hair. Sweat sheened her face, and the mist from the ocean caused her usually restrained hair to curl wildly. Her hair was a tumbled mass around her face, totally unprofessional.

The running shorts allowed her the freedom to really fly. Her breasts were restrained in a heavy duty Nike sports bra that would take an act of God to get her out of, but at least she wouldn’t be flopping all over the place while she ran full out. Since Jack wanted her to stay late tonight, he’d told her to take time in the afternoon to get her beach workout in.

It was tempting to hop on the Monterey Bay Coastal Trail and run down to Seaside and back but she had to be back in the office to wait for Riley’s once-a-day check in.

She’d already done her workout: sprints, lunges, pull-ups on the bar at the playground, and burpees. As a result her heart pounded and her thighs trembled. She focused on the effects of her workout on her body. Anything to stop remembering his words and get the look in Connor’s eyes out of her mind. The physical exercise was the perfect antidote to her wayward thoughts and the uncomfortable, edgy, itchy sensations that kept nagging her.

Doesn’t mean I don’t want. Doesn’t mean I don’t want.

Ava tried not to read sexual craving into his words but it was hard when she remembered the heat in his intense stare.

A prickle of awareness crept along her neck. The usually crowded beach, even on a November afternoon, was basically deserted. With the exception of a few crazy couples frolicking in the frigid waves or passed out on their beach towels, the tourist crowds were gone for the day, getting ready for dinner or giving their kids baths. The dive boats had all come in for the night and the water was too placid for surfers.

Seagulls squawked. The waves shushed gently on the shore. The traffic on Del Monte Avenue just beyond the trail was muted. Though everything seemed deserted, Ava couldn’t help but feel like she wasn’t alone.

She stopped, put her hands on her knees and bent slightly at the waist. The position gave her the chance to casually look between her legs and behind her. But there wasn’t anyone who hadn’t been there as she’d jogged by.

Ava plopped down into the sand and decided to do her post-workout stretches right here while the waves lapped at the shore. She stretched her legs out straight in front of her and bent at the waist to rest her forehead on her knees. Through slitted eyes she surveyed the beach again. And still no one looked out of place.

So why the hell did it feel like someone was watching her?

Ava twisted and stretched as she warmed down, trying desperately to shake off the feeling of being hunted. The sensation triggered more awareness. She didn’t feel like the watcher was ogling her short shorts or body. The unknown gaze felt desperate and just a little bit malevolent.

Dios, she’d let her imagination get the best of her. Ava tried to shrug it off as she brushed the sand from her legs. Then she untied the office key from her shoelace and clutched it in her hand, the jagged edge sticking through her index and middle finger. She began a light jog back to the office. To her mind, the sooner she arrived the better.

Within ten minutes, she was at the front door of their building. She peered at the reflection of the street behind her in the glass, searching for a tail, searching for anyone who didn’t belong, but nothing suspicious jumped out at her.

Ava shoved the key in the lock and quickly let herself into the building. She leaned back against the door, closed her eyes, and breathed a quick sigh of relief at the odd sense of safety she felt once she was behind the locked door.

“Where’ve you been?”

Ava shrieked and jumped back into a fighting stance before she registered it was only Connor.

Her heart was pounding hard and blood rushed in her ears as her body dumped a boatload of adrenaline into her system. “Holy crap, you scared me.” Ava willed the rapid rat-a-tat-tat of her heart into a slower, steadier rhythm.

“What was that all about?” Connor had eased back so he was a few feet away. And after a quick glance at her body in the skintight running top and shorts, he averted his gaze to the old-fashioned marquee that listed the buildings occupants. “Never mind. I need to talk to Jack.”

Ava tried to stem the disappointment that followed. As if he sensed her turmoil, Connor put more distance between them. She might be shy, but she was also a toucher. And Connor always seemed to be moving away from her, not closer. Which conversely made her want to reach out and grab him.

Great. Now she was imagining physically accosting Connor Stone. And why, oh why, couldn’t she get images of touching Connor out of her brain?

What had he asked? Jack, he wanted to talk to Jack. “He’s gone.”

“Shit.” Connor stood perfectly still. One blunt tipped hand cupped his neck while he frowned at the large marble squares of the entry floor. She had the image that inside his stiff body, he was mentally pacing like a leopard.

His entire form was preternaturally still, but his muscles, of which there were many, rippled beneath his combat pants. His biceps strained against the hem of his short sleeve t-shirt, veins popped in sharp relief against the definition of his forearms, even his neck had sensually distinct muscles. But with all those muscles on display the most attractive muscle Connor Stone displayed was still his brain.

His mind moved at warp speed and the way he processed information was somehow sexy as hell. So okay, his body rocked too. But there was something about all that brute strength wrapped in the rapidly-firing synapses that fueled her attraction to him.

Her body heated, her pulse sped up and thudded in the base of her throat as she waited for him to sort out whatever he needed.

“This can’t wait,” Connor muttered. “I have to know now.”

“What can’t wait?” Ava asked with bewilderment.

Connor charged toward the utilitarian stairwell, eschewing the old-fashioned elevator with the slow moving cars and heavy ornate brass doors. Ava followed behind him, trying and failing not to admire the full extent of his muscles.

Jack had given Ava clear instructions: Connor was in charge. He’d also said he didn’t think anything major would come up while he was unreachable. So she followed.

Their footsteps clanged in the eerily silent stairwell as Connor sprinted up the steps. Ava clambered up the stairs behind him.

“I need to know what everyone is working on.” Connor barreled through the access door to the fourth floor then held the door open until Ava could finish climbing. She slid through the doorway and hustled to her office desk.

Ava couldn’t figure out why he was so upset. They really didn’t have much going on right this moment. Just Riley delivering school supplies and whatever Jack was working on.

Connor was pacing back and forth. The action so unusual for Connor that she just stared. Why was he so upset?

Finally he leaned over her desk. “We have a breach.”

Ava dropped into the chair behind her heavy wooden desk, the computer screen to her right had gone to sleep, and all the physical files were locked away in the vault in Jack’s office. “That’s not possible,” she blurted without thinking. Connor was great with computers.

He blinked as if he hadn’t really been seeing her, and his laser focus narrowed in on Ava. “You wouldn’t think so. But I’m positive we had someone try to worm through our encryption program.”

Ava leaned back at the vehemence of Connor’s words. She glanced around the silent and empty office. They were the only ones still at work, but she still didn’t feel comfortable discussing his problem out in the open. “We should go in Jack’s office. The walls are sound-proofed.”

Ava pulled the large key ring from the bottom of her purse. In her four inch heels, sleek black patent pumps with a sexy peep toe and a slingback, Connor towered over her five foot five frame. So right now, wearing only her running shoes, he was enormous, and his frustration was was overpowering.

“Excellent idea.” Connor stood next to her as she inserted the metal key into the old-fashioned lock. She tried not to notice the immense heat he generated as she clumsily fumbled the keys.

Connor crowded behind her, the heat from his body surrounded hers. He awkwardly curled his palm around her bicep and held her still.

Ava froze. He’d never touched her before. Ever. He wasn’t a toucher. Connor tended to keep his distance, and yet the unfamiliar clasp of his fingers against her bare arm, set off a riot of conflicting emotions. Thrill, surprise, longing, heat.

Without volition, she released a little hum of reaction to the sensations from the touch of his hand and curbed the impulse to touch him back.

Ava shook off the inappropriate feelings. She needed to gain a little distance, and a whole lot of perspective. His earlier admission and the incident on the beach must have rattled her more than she thought.





Three

Con almost swallowed his tongue. He had never been this close to Ava when she was dressed so casually. While at work she wore demure suits and pumps, a little on the formal side for casual Monterey but she rocked the traditional office look. Right now in short running shorts that showcased her long, lean brown legs and her fantastic rounded rear end, and a tight spandex top that hugged her breasts lovingly, her amazing body was revealed.

She hid a serious bombshell figure, lithe feminine curves, beneath those boxy suits. With her hair down and curling around her face, and her cheeks flushed from her workout, all he could think about was how he’d like to press her up against Jack’s door and make her face flush another way.

Her skin was warm and soft beneath his hand. He didn’t touch people. And yet, he was having the most difficult time making himself release her arm. He wanted to smooth his palm down her silky skin and thread their fingers together and hold on tight.

As her body reacted to his innocuous touch, he was tempted to sweep back the errant curl that clung damply to her neck, and tuck her hair behind the shell of her ear, then whisper sexy nothings to her and see if he could make her crave Jack’s forbidden warning as much as he did. Their bodies swayed perilously close together as the air around them seemed to thicken with sexual awareness.

Shit. He needed to shut those thoughts down. The company had a serious problem and he was too busy pawing Ava to figure it out. He needed to pay attention. Now. This was his chance to prove to Jack that he was worthy. Worthy of the Stone name, worthy of the responsibility of being in charge. That worthiness did not include fucking Ava on Jack’s desk.

Ava fumbled the key to Jack’s office again and Connor finally clued into the fact that she had seemed very unsettled since she’d entered the building’s front door. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” But her gaze darted furtively around as if she were searching for a threat. She finally got the key in the lock, opened the door to Jack’s office, and scurried inside.

The behavior was so out of character that against his better judgment, he shifted closer to her, tensed, and searched the lengthening shadows of her outer office for any sign of danger, ready to protect her. But nothing looked out of place or alarming. Finally, he pushed into Jack’s office and closed the door with a resolute thump. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s...nothing.”

But it wasn’t. “Tell me anyway.”

She stammered, “I—I felt like someone was watching me while I did my workout.”

Connor’s thoughts quickened. He’d already identified attempted cyber intrusions, could there also be an imminent physical attack?

Once again, Con needed more information. Ava didn’t strike him as reactionary or particularly paranoid. He’d barely identified the cyber threat before she’d gone for her workout. Could they possibly be related? He was pretty sure that he knew the answers to the questions he was about to ask, but he wanted to make sure. “Do you do the same workout regularly?”

“No.”

“Same time or same path?”

“Not really. I do CrossFit so I vary my workout and today I just happened to be on the beach early since Jack wanted me to stay in the office late.”

“So you thought you were being watched. Do you think you were followed?” Con persisted.

“I’m sure it was nothing.”

“Do you frequently suffer from feelings of paranoia or delusions?” Con definitely already knew the answer but he wanted to goad her.

“What? Of course not.” Ava clenched her fists as if she was trying to restrain from hitting him and the slightly panicked look was replaced by the fiery passion he’d invoked earlier today.

“Then trust your instincts.” Paired with the fact that he was positive that someone was trying to breach their cyber security, the hackles on Con’s neck raised. Something was very, very wrong here. And Ava needed to be on her guard.

His words deflated her animosity. She straightened her shoulders, shifted them back, and nodded. “Okay.”

They stood close together, huddled next to the door, and spoke in hushed tones as if unwilling to let anyone else hear what they were discussing. But as soon as she acquiesced, Con suddenly realized the intimacy of their position.

He stepped away from Ava and focused on his other problem. He needed to talk to Jack. “Did Jack leave any contact information?”

Ava shook her head, the messy black curls brushed the bare curve of her neck and Con found himself getting distracted all over again. “Just his cell.”

Con had tried Jack’s cell with no luck. It was only about six p.m. Jack should have picked up. “Where is he?”

“I have no idea.” Ava tilted her head and pursed her lips. “We could check with Shane and find out what flight plan he filed.”

“Good idea.” Con pulled out his cell and called Shane’s cell. But Shane didn’t answer either.

Con frowned. None of this made sense. Jack wasn’t usually completely unreachable. Unless he was still in the air. “I don’t like it. He didn’t leave any other contact information?”

“No. He said you were in charge.”

“Dammit.” Con paced around Jack’s office, trying to work out what to do next. But when Ava put a hand on the doorknob as if she planned to leave, he stopped her cold with the flat of his palm.

Ava snapped, “What do you want from me?”

Inappropriate images popped into his mind. “Nothing I can have,” he muttered.

Ava blinked, then pretended she didn’t hear him. She stayed silent. Which worked just fine for Connor. He couldn’t have her so he needed to just get over it.

Con glanced out the picture window into the encroaching darkness. It was late. And then he wondered why Ava was still here.

“So why aren’t you out of the office already?” Con’s eyes narrowed.

“Jack needed me to stay.”

“Why so late?”

“Jack wanted me to wait for a check-in call from Riley. Normally he would take it. He’s supposed to call—” She glanced at the Garmin Forerunner watch on her wrist. “—in half an hour to an hour.”

Con prowled toward her as he strategized out loud. “Okay. So while you’re waiting you can help me go through the list of recent Stone Consulting jobs.”

“Actually, I can’t.”

“Why not?”

Ava crossed her arms defensively over her chest. Connor tried to ignore the way the action plumped her breasts out the neckline of the tight top. Shit, focus on the problems, Con.

“I don’t have clearance.”

“What do you mean?” Connor frowned. “You’re Jack’s assistant.”

“But I don’t have access to certain files.” She raised an elegant black eyebrow as if making a more subtle inference. Could she really mean that she didn’t see all the information that went through GHR and Stone Consulting?

“Spell it out for me,” Connor said deliberately in a low, commanding voice.

Ava pushed away from the wall where Con practically had her cornered and put some distance between them. He was distracted again by her sleek, smooth legs and the tight spandex top that snugged her waist and cupped her breasts lovingly. She was curvy in all the right places. Her unique scent, floral perfume and slightly sweaty woman, wafted in the air and wrapped around his senses, distracting him even more. Was the office shrinking?

“Stone Consulting jobs are beyond my security clearance.”

She still hadn’t said shit. “Ava,” Connor growled.

Ava edged away from Con and roamed around the office. “Fine. Jack handles all the Stone Consulting reports himself. He types them, emails them from a secure accounts that I don’t have access to and then shreds them. And if he keeps a record of them, I have no idea where. He must have them somewhere but I have never seen them.”

“Paranoid bastard.” Con knew that Jack was a secretive son of a bitch but that was extreme even for Jack. Was there a more sinister meaning behind that? And how could Con figure out what was going on without the knowledge of Stone Consulting jobs?

Problem solve, Con. All Con could do was reconstruct what he did know.

“The only reason I know that the jobs exist is because I edit the spreadsheet for the company accountant and know that Stone Consulting actually supports the efforts of GHR,” she said sharply. “But I don’t see any job details and I am not privy to the clients or the results.”

Connor blew out an exasperated breath.

Then she hesitated.

“What?”

“Jack did have me send a classified report today but it really wasn’t a report. It was only a few sentences.” Ava had roamed over by Jack’s desk. She ran a fingertip over the edge of the desk then straightened the blotter and replaced an errant pen in the cup holder at the edge of the blotter. “I can’t imagine a report I sent today could have anything to do with your breach.”

She was likely right.

However, the odds that the problems were related to GHR business were slim. The reason someone was trying to get into their system through the backdoor was far more likely something to do with Stone Consulting. Which she apparently had no knowledge of except for this one report. Jack frequently piggy-backed intelligence reports on local cultures in the areas where they donated goods and services. Maybe Con could piece together what was going on with her knowledge of GHR’s missions and glean some idea of what other information Jack had accumulated for Stone Consulting.

Another thought occurred to Con. Jack had asked him to look into Jose Fernandez this morning. It seemed unlikely that their problems stemmed from the investigation of Fernandez since Jack just asked Con, but he couldn’t rule it out.

First, he’d start with the one piece of Stone Consulting business that she knew about. “Can you show me the email?”

“Actually he had me delete everything.”

“Everything?”

She was silent for a few more seconds as if debating how much to tell him.

“Really?” Connor prodded. “Is that standard operating procedure?”

Ava flushed. “I’ve never worked on any Stone Consulting reports.” She twisted a lock of hair around her long elegant finger. “So I don’t know but I would guess that it is SOP.”

“Well I really need you to tell me what was in the report,” Connor prompted.

She still hesitated.

He understood that it was a big step for her but— “Jack left me in charge.”

“It was...vague.” Ava looked uncomfortable for a few seconds. “I figured that’s why Jack let me send it, I really couldn’t figure anything from the contents.”

“Can you try to remember word for word?”

Ava closed her eyes, her black lashes fanned across her olive-skinned cheeks, as she attempted to recall the few sentences. “Something about a subject, retrieving evidence, and more information by Thanksgiving.”

“I need the exact words,” Connor said impatiently. A small detail could make the difference between garbage and concrete actionable intelligence. She finally recited the email verbatim. Very slowly.

“SC is investigating Subject F more deeply through online records. Going after living proof of wrongdoing. Beyond witness, no other physical evidence exists at this time. Will have updated report or hopefully evidence in custody before Thanksgiving.”

Con mentally reviewed the text. Subject F. Fernandez would be his guess. Could the esteemed activist that Con was investigating be behind the current intrusion and Ava’s feeling of being watched?

“Does that help?” Ava stare was direct and uncompromising.

He wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about his investigation. He couldn’t confirm that the email did make sense and it was likely connected to his orders. And it was possible that it was connected to her sense of being watched. However right now it was all speculation. He had nothing specific he could share.

“Connor?” She stared him down until they both broke contact. Unfortunately, they both focused on the same object at the same time. As one their gaze locked onto Jack’s desk. Connor thought about that flush. Thought about the images that kept taunting him. Of her, of him, locked together in a passionate embrace. And for a long taut moment, he wondered if she were imagining the same things. He thought about the sleek, smooth glide of his palm over her skin.

And wondered if she was as sleek and smooth in other more intimate places.

Shit. This was going to be a long night. Because he couldn’t let her go yet. “I need you to go over some more information with me before you leave.”

“What do you need to know?”

“I want the mission and location of everyone in the office right now. And maybe the last mission they were involved in.”

Ava sighed.

“Do you have any place you need to be?” Connor asked with regret. Like a date. He hoped the answer was no.

It was, after all, a Friday night.

Ava sighed. “No,” she replied softly. “I’m all yours.”

He wished.
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Two hours later, they’d gone through all the missions that Global Humanitarian Reliefhad completed over the last six months. From those missions, he could make some educated guesses about what kinds of reports Stone Consulting had submitted.

The few that really jumped out at him were Jess’s little foray to Port-du-Bois, Riley’s current mission in the Philippines, and Jack’s current MIA. Not to mention his own investigation of Fernandez.

Ava had identified a new philanthropy beneficiary, S.S.A.F.E., but so far they hadn’t done any work for them yet. So there couldn’t be any connection there.

But Con thought about that new philanthropy. And the obvious connection to Jose Fernandez. Connor knew Ava had first hand knowledge of the incident, the abduction of the children of immigrants, that catapulted Fernandez into the career that had gotten him where he was today.

He needed to ask her some questions. But he hated to bring up something that he figured, based on her choice of philanthropy, still haunted her.

“So I couldn’t help but wonder what made you choose S.S.A.F.E.?” Con was pretty sure that he knew but he wasn’t about to tell her that he’d read her file.

Ava didn’t say anything, just averted her gaze and licked her lips. He’d spent enough time watching her and thinking about her, that he didn’t think she was the type to prevaricate. On the other hand, this was the most time he’d ever spent ever talking to Ava. She was sharp, smart, had an excruciating eye for detail and he wanted to jump her bad.

Then she spoke, and all thoughts of jumping her disappeared. “When I was fifteen, my friend was taken.”

Con’s first thought was ‘thank god it wasn’t you’. His second instinct was to question. “How did they know she didn’t just run away?”

But Ava was already shaking her head. “No.”

“Okay.” He wanted to wrap her in his arms protect her from whatever she was going to tell him next. The temptation to stop her from remembering was strong. But he needed her firsthand account. So he rubbed a hand over his rumbling stomach and eased back into Jack’s chair, giving her the illusion of space. “So tell me.”

“My parents were migrant workers.”

Which of course he knew. But she must have worked hard to eradicate her accent because there was no inflection or cadence to her words that would indicate English wasn’t her first language.

He waited as she gathered her thoughts. “When I was fifteen, there were several girls snatched from our community on their way to the fields after school. On the day my best friend, Maria, and the other girls were taken, I was home sick.”

Several girls. His heart nearly stopped as he realized, she could have been one of them. Had she been spared solely because she’d been sick?

Connor’s heart thumped hard in his chest. His mind continued to scroll through possibilities and probabilities. Although he already knew the basics of the story from his research on Fernandez, he prompted her. She was a source of information he couldn’t access online. Her recollection might not be perfect but impressions and intuition could be far more valuable than dry facts on a website or in a newspaper article. Maybe he could learn something from her firsthand account of what happened eight years ago.

“What did the police say about the abductions?”

She snorted. “No one cared about illegal immigrant girls. The families couldn’t afford to make a big noise in the media. The first thing cops do is look at family and friends. Her parents were likely to get deported back to Mexico where they would have no hope of ever finding her.”

But Jose Fernandez had made the disappearances his call to arms.

Again Connor wanted her insider view of the case. “So what happened?”

“We never saw any of the girls again.” Ava’s mouth turned down. “The more superstitious whispered about El Chupacabra but I knew...those girls weren’t taken by any mythical creature. They were taken by evil.”

“I remember the news,” Connor prompted. Just because he’d made the leap to Fernandez as subject F, didn’t mean he wanted her to make that connection. Besides, Jack had made it clear that he was not to talk to anyone about his investigation into Jose Fernandez. Which meant he couldn’t share his suspicions that subject F was likely Fernandez.

“Yes. It became big news a few months later because Jose Fernandez, the local Union organizer for migrant workers, made it his mission to draw attention to the lack of services available and justice for immigrants.”

Con nodded. “He’s supposed to be confirmed as Deputy Secretary of Labor after the recess.”

“Yes.” She grimaced, her gaze skittered to the picture window and then back to him. “He’s waiting on approval from the Senate.”

There was a hint of something in her voice. Disdain, ambivalence, loathing but he wasn’t quite sure.

“You don’t like him?” Jack thought Fernandez needed a deep look and his brother was known for intuitive thinking.

“I think he used a deplorable situation to advance his own political agenda. And something about him always set off my squick meter.” She rubbed her index finger along the outside length of her forearm clearly lost in her memories.

Connor was silent for a moment as he examined implications and patterns, shifting the events of eight years ago and the current situation through filters and reaching for a connection. But he kept getting distracted by thoughts of Ava as a young, almost victim.

“That’s why you wanted to work for GHR.” He understood the desire to change or make up for what happened in the past. Hell wasn’t that what the last nine months had been about?

She kept her gaze averted. “The opportunity to be able to make a difference, both here and around the world is a powerful draw.”

But Con was astute enough to recognize that while she might say she wanted to make a difference, her true goal was atonement. Wasn’t he still trying to atone for a awful teenaged mistakes? He could see inside to that kernel of guilt that lived where no one, perhaps not even Ava, knew it existed.

Ava rubbed her hand over the center of her breastbone. Connor tried to ignore the little ping of arousal. He was a total dog for getting turned on while she was obviously still upset. 

“I’m sorry about your friend.” He suppressed the urge to take her in his arms and comfort her, and said gently, “But I’m very glad it wasn’t you.”

She was perched on Jack’s desk, and Con’s hand was mere inches from her knee. The need to touch her, to confirm she was here now and she was okay, burned like a physical ache. Con put his hand on her knee and squeezed to relay his thanks that she was okay.

But the move startled her. “Oh!” She jerked her knee back at his touch, her eyes wide and round.

Truly, his only thought had been comfort, but the second his hand touched her skin, electricity arced between them, hot and sizzling.

“Shit.” Connor went to push back Jack’s chair, but Ava’s foot got tangled up in the chair, and she lost her balance. Con’s hands came up in a classic ‘hands off’ gesture. But it was too late. Ava fell forward, and while trying to stop her from face planting in his lap, he managed to press his palms right on her perfect-sized breasts. Which startled her even worse and horrified him. He yanked his hands away. “Woops. Sorry!”

She tried to pull back, but that action backfired. Somehow, she landed in his lap her knee digging into his hip, but without hitting his erection, thank God.

But her forward momentum pressed her very generous D-cups right into his face and his nose ended up buried in her cleavage. The scent of woman hit him like a sucker punch. Her spicy sweet floral perfume, the salty tang from a good workout, and the tantalizing fragrance that was all Ava, swirled around him, intoxicating him until all he could think about, all he could do was take what he’d been stalwartly ignoring for the last nine months.

Connor curled his fingers around her hips and pressed a very chaste kiss against the mound of her breast. He moaned into her supple skin and couldn’t help himself, he swirled his tongue over the top of her sweet, salty flesh.

Her breath caught and lifted her breasts like an offering to the gods, and he was powerless to do anything other than worship her. With wet, open-mouthed kisses he forged a path along the scoop neckline of her sports top, each suction of his lips and swipe of his tongue elicited another hushed, fervent gasp.

Her fingers clutched his head even as her hot sex sank down over the erection straining the fly of his pants. There was no protest in her actions, only a silent request for more. So Con indulgently suckled the delicate skin along her collarbone. The sweet musk of feminine arousal drifted from her body. His cock was harder than a silicone motherboard.

All his cognitive thought had arrowed to his groin. As if a virus swept through his system, common sense was wiped out and replaced with everything Ava. Her nearness, her feminine scent, the sheer sensuality of her movement. The images that he’d tried to suppress earlier came roaring back, flooding his mind and turning him one giant throbbing hormone. His body was intent on one thing. Making those images a reality.

Yesterday, he wouldn’t have even considered touching her. But one random comment from Jack about sex on his desk, with Ava, and with everything else that had happened today and sex with Ava was all Con could think about. As if her touch unlocked a door in his mind, an avalanche of memories tumbled through his brain. Ava appreciating his mind as well as his body. The sweet bow of her mouth as she quietly smiled at his jokes. The curve of her lashes against her cheek as she hid her gaze from his. The little crease between her brows when she concentrated fiercely.

And that involuntary hitch in her breath this morning when he told her he wanted her.

Ava writhed over his cock, her running shorts a thin, silky barrier to her wet, waiting heat. He knew she was on board with his actions and his kisses when her clever, elegant fingers eased under the hem of his plain t-shirt. He had to stop kissing her skin to allow her to rip the t-shirt off and pull the cotton over his head. While he couldn’t touch her with his mouth, he cupped her breasts and thumbed her diamond hard nipples through the slippery spandex top.

She scraped her fingernails over his back and smoothed her palm over the tense muscles of his pectorals and his body jumped at the sensual touch. And while his body rejoiced, his brain kept working. This was a bad idea. But damn, she felt good.

What the hell was she doing? Ava knew this was a bad idea. And yet, so not a bad idea. She had been crushing on Connor Stone since she met him. Tonight, talking about Maria brought it all home. All the feelings she’d had when her friend had been kidnapped. And when Maria hadn’t been found, Ava had resolved to live life fully.

Ava’s thoughts ran rampant. Pictures bulleted through her mind and she thought of all the times she’d turned away from her attraction to Connor. All the times she’d ducked her head and averted her gaze, unwilling to show him that she wanted him. But here she was, sitting on Connor Stone’s lap, and if the erection bulging against her swollen and ready sex was anything to go by he was as aroused and interested as she was. He wanted her. And all that determination to seize the day coalesced into one giant resolution.

Ava knelt over Connor and finally made a move. She made the move. Seized the moment and pressed her mouth to his.

Connor’s mouth was warm, supple, and responsive.

Connor kissed the way he approached everything. With attention to detail and deliberate movements. His large hand cupped her cheek, and his fingers rested against the skin behind her ear, each pad a buzz of energy as if he were wired. His thumb brushed down the length of her nose and the swirl of brown and gold starbursts dazzled her as he hypnotically held her gaze. She was trapped by his overwhelming energy. Her entire body simmered with arousal, all pent up sexual want and nearly a year of suppressed sexual feelings.

His lips were softer than she expected, and they curved into a smug smile.

“What?” she asked.

“I like it.”

The first brush of his mouth had been sweet, tender. Now, as if he couldn’t wait any longer, Connor surged up, slanted his head and devoured her mouth. His tongue licked at her lips, and aggressively demanded entrance. He tasted of coffee with a single creamer.

Connor curled his hands beneath her ass and lifted her up with ease. A visceral thrill rocketed through her at the unconscious display of strength. He deposited her on the desktop without breaking off the deep, drugging kisses and stepped between her spread thighs as if he belonged there. Then he slid his hot, hard palms up the sides of her spandex workout top and lightly cupped her breasts, right through the tightly constraining material.

All the blood in her body rushed to her sex with dizzying speed. Ava’s head went light as she swayed against him.

She paused, tried to think about what was happening here, what was the right action to take. But all that seemed to occupy her mind was the hard feel of his thighs between hers, the firm pressure of his hands on her breasts, and the wet suction of his mouth.

Talking about her friend Maria had brought home the fact that life was short. Hadn’t she taken that to heart when Maria disappeared? Ava had started taking her classes more seriously, determined to make something of herself, determined to make her life count. To live the gift that she’d been granted to the fullest, a gift that her friend had been denied.

But lately, she’d been too complacent. Fallen into a routine, looking to the future so much that she forgot to live in the present.

The present was here in front of her, and she’d be a fool not to take advantage of what Connor Stone represented.

It had been months since she’d been out on a date and even longer since she’d had sex. She hadn’t yet experienced her wild and crazy years. She’d lived at home while she went to college and just recently moved into her first apartment by herself. Her parents would still prefer that she live at home. The long lasting legacy from Maria and the other girls spurred an irrational fear that Ava could be taken too.

So her sexual experience was limited to some fumbling dates in college. Since she started working for GHR she hadn’t had time to find a boyfriend. She wasn’t a partier or particularly social. She’d rather be at home cooking a good meal or reading a book or doing her CrossFit workouts than at a bar.

“What are we doing?” she murmured, needing to be sure that they were on the same wavelength.

“Indulging.” He nuzzled the sensitive spot beneath her ear, even as his hands skimmed around to her butt and pulled her tight against his even harder erection.

He felt so good. Warm and strong and there.

There to comfort her, there to hold her, there to take all her cares and worries and stress away. Connor was the consistent one, the solid one, the steady guy who was around whenever anyone needed him. Con Stone quietly went about his business and supported everyone else in the company without complaint, without ever making a fuss. And she wondered what kind of lover would he be? Then she wondered, who took care of him? Who supported him?

And she wanted, at least for this brief moment in time, to be the one he turned to. The one who took care of him. Who looked out for him.

Ava’s pulse thudded in her ears as if she’d done three WODs until she was wrung out. She had two choices, and only a few seconds to make a decision.

Her body was melting from the inside, every sweet kiss, every tender brush of his fingertips sent a cascade of sparklers through her, and sent an answering pulse to her sex. It was hot and sweet and insane.

“Indulging is good,” she finally replied. Her voice sounded as if she’d run a four minute mile, raspy and husky. She’d be a total fool if she didn’t seize the opportunity to have sex with him. She wasn’t naive. There was no love involved here. At least not on Connor’s part. But she had enough unrequited longing for both of them.

As if her consent unleashed restraint she didn’t even know he was exerting, Connor dragged her spandex top up her body, the stubborn material clung to her skin, her breasts. “Arms up,” he commanded guttural voice. His impatience was evident in his jerky movements as he struggled to remove her running top.

“You certainly didn’t dress for seduction, did you?” he growled.
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Thank God, Ava was on board. Con finally got the spandex to release it’s chastity grip on her smooth, sleek skin and he ripped it over her head and tossed the top behind him.

His breath caught at the bounty spread before him. Her breasts were heavy and full and round with gorgeous silver dollar areola, the color of the pomegranate seeds he ate like candy, and the same deep shade as her mouth. Her lips were swollen and plump from the force of their kisses.

Her hands clutched at his shoulders and her nipples were just begging for his intimate kiss.

“Damn, you are beautiful.” He delicately lapped at the aroused bud, then rolled the engorged button on his tongue. He plucked her other nipple in his long fingers and drew a breathy moan from her.

Triumph surged through him at her response. His cock ached and the heat from her sex nearly burned him with the intensity of her arousal.

Ava burrowed her hand down between their bodies and began to unbutton his pants, even as he played with her breasts. The scent of hot, aroused woman and underlay of the sea and sand, wrapped around his senses. He was full to bursting, his balls tingled and his cock throbbed with the need to bury himself deep in her slick channel.

Ava had managed to get his zipper down and reach into his briefs. Her capable hand and long, cool fingers wrapped around his dick and all the blood in his head surged south. Fucking A, he was harder than the barrel of his Glock. Locked and loaded and ready to blow.

“Stand up,” he gutted out.

She pushed off the desktop but didn’t let go, her hand working him, stroking up and down slowly, clearly trying to drive him over the edge. Her breasts hung in his face, and it took a Herculean act to ignore the temptation to bury his face in her cleavage.

Connor clasped his hands around her hips and shoved her tiny running shorts to her ankles. His pants and underwear were caught at his thighs, and her hands were busy cupping his balls and massaging him.

“Jesus.”

Ava had managed to get one foot free of her shorts. Connor scooped his hands underneath her thighs and shifted her so her back was on the desk, and her legs spread out on top of the cordovan leather blotter. He made the mistake of glancing down and the sight of her ruby red pussy, dark curls glistening with her juice, and her tawnier fingers wrapped around his white erection nearly caused him to blow right then. A drop of pre-come squirt onto her fist. He wanted to pound inside her with an ache that was unprecedented.

“You’re killing me.” Connor groaned and pressed his hips forward until he hovered at the entrance to paradise.

She held him tightly, and didn’t let him enter.

“Please tell me you didn’t change your mind,” he begged.

“Please tell me you have a condom,” she countered, her brow furrowed and her face desperate.

Shit, he’d almost forgotten. Fortunately old habits, leftover from his time in the Army, were hard to break and he’d loaded up his pockets with a variety of emergency supplies this morning before he came to work. Although he would never have predicted he’d be using this particular supply. “Left leg. Second pocket down.”

Conner let Ava delve into his pocket while he slicked his fingers over her swollen and plump sex. She moaned as she ripped the wrapper open. He continued to play with her clit and rub his fingers in the sweet juice that coated her sex. She was so fucking ready and he couldn’t wait to bury himself deep inside her. He tilted Ava’s hips up, and spread her wide for his invasion. She fell back on the desk, her knees up by her chest. Connor threaded his fingers through hers and pressed her flat against the fancy cordovan leather desktop. She lay out before him like a feast.

Her face was flushed, her lips roughened from their frantic kisses, her sex spread wide open and waiting for his invasion. His arms were hooked under her thighs as he paused at her entrance. Connor rubbed the head of his cock along her slick folds, and moaned as the heat of her pussy beckoned.

“Quit teasing and do it,” she growled. Shit, that take charge voice turned him on. She was usually so damn quiet. The fact that she got bossy during sex really did it for him.

With one desperate lunge, he thrust inside her.

Con paused, held clasped inside her velvet fist, as he absorbed the sensation of coming home. Which was ridiculous of course. She wasn’t home. She was just a hot woman with an itch. A hot woman he’d been quietly observing and lusting after for months, while he ignored his building desire. But the ache in his chest grew as he slowly slid out until his tip teased her clit, then he slipped back inside her.

Ava’s eyes fluttered closed as she lay like a goddess opened purely for his pleasure. And only his. The weird and uncomfortable feelings spread over him blanketing his passion in some otherworldly sensation.

Which was ridiculous.

This was just sex.

With that thought, he slammed back inside her her slick channel. Ava grunted. At first he thought he’d hurt her, until she demanded, “Again.”

Con stared into the mysterious depths of her dark eyes as he plunged inside her. She stared right back, kept them connected, and that sense of coming home speared through him with lightning force.

Con powered in and out of Ava. She lifted her hips to meet each thrust with abandon. Her breasts bounced each time they came together and Ava was making little erotic noises as her body tightened around his. He could feel the muscles of her sex gripping him with a fierce intensity. His orgasm gathered at the base of his spine, as his cock hardened even further and he felt almost as if he didn’t let go soon, the top of his head would blow off.

Madre de Dios. Connor hit every erogenous zone she’d ever had or thought she had. With every slam, the head of his cock massaged her g-spot, the root rubbed her clit, and with each hard foray his cock head hit her cervix. She was overwhelmed, over-stimulated, her body shaking with the need to come.

Suddenly he swelled impossibly larger until she thought she was being rent in two by the erotic intrusion of his hard, thick length.

His fingers tightened on hers, and with a hoarse shout, he spurt inside her. The force of his orgasm triggered hers and Ava bowed up from the desk as her womb contracted almost painfully around his throbbing cock. Stars exploded behind her closed eyelids, and her limbs trembled forcefully as she came long and hard.

Connor continued to thrust in and out, his orgasm battered her sensitive walls and triggered another mini-orgasm. Her head swam as she was bombarded by sensory details. The hairy roughness of his thighs against the back of hers, the way she was spread wide against the invasion of his hips, the hot wet suction of his mouth as he bowed over her and lapped at her over-sensitized nipple.

Ava jerked at the sensual contact and her womb contracted again and again. Her orgasm seemed to last forever.

Connor kissed a path up the center of her breastbone, where her heart beat frenetically. He was still buried balls deep in her, his heart thud against her chest, his pectorals pressed against her breasts, as he brushed a tender kiss across her lips.

For some reason, the sweet gesture made her want to cry.

When was the last time she’d been touched with tenderness by a lover? Never. With all the inherent affection of his soft gesture, he’d touched some soft spot deep inside her that longed for the affection of a man.

Her former attempts at sex had been fumbled, furtive encounters in messy apartments and cluttered dorm rooms. Not impersonal but she’d never really connected with her partner. Not the way she’d wanted to.

But was this any better?

She felt connected but that feeling was a lie, brought on by endorphins and the lingering euphoria from an epic orgasm. As far as she knew, before today he’d barely even noticed her. So whatever weird connection she thought she felt, it was all in her head. A ridiculous fantasy she’d nurtured over the last year. Yearning from behind her desk as he went about his days never really seeing her.

The sensual cocoon that surrounded them was ripped apart by her doubts, and reality hit her in the face. She was lying on top of her boss desk, for God’s sake. Her running shorts were wrapped around one ankle and she still had her Nike’s on. Connor’s pants hadn’t made it any further down than his thighs. A deep mortified flush spread throughout her.

What had she just done?





Six

Con was wrecked.

He slumped over Ava, completely undone by their explosive sex. His heart thudded painfully in his chest as he took stock. His pants were barely mid-thigh. His t-shirt and her shirt were somewhere behind him probably on the floor. And as he looked down at Ava, sprawled on Jack’s desk, a grin spread over his face.

Jack was going to be sorry he’d said anything.

She stiffened beneath him.

“I’m not laughing at you,” Connor said quickly. Shit. He didn’t want her upset. But her face settled into an unhappy mask.

Trying to placate her, he seriously put his foot in it. “I was laughing at Jack.” 

Her entire body froze.

That just made it worse. “Crap. That didn’t come out right.”

“Madre de Dios.” Her deep black eyes widened, framed by thick black lashes and shimmering with an abundance of regret. Ava shoved at his shoulders. “We’ve got to....”

As if she finally realized that the seal was broken and protesting was futile she slumped back down on the desk, and covered her face with her forearm. “What have I done?” came out muffled and just the slightest bit panicked.

“Come on now, it isn’t that bad.”

“Yes, not for you. You won’t lose your job over this.”

A shamed sensation spread through him as her words registered. Would he ever fucking live down his behavior from his past? Connor jerked his pants up with an angry yank. He couldn’t even get away from his former reputation with a woman who hadn’t known him then.

“That’s what you think of me?” Connor straightened, pulled his cock from her clearly now unwilling body. He disposed of the condom in the wastebasket under the desk. “Nice.”

“No. I don’t know.” Ava crossed her arms over her chest, hiding her breasts from his angry gaze. She flushed a deep red, and awkwardly twirled her hand. “Could you....”

“I’ve already seen your charms,” he said snidely as he zipped his pants and then reached for her spandex running top. He tossed it to her without meeting her gaze. What had he done in the past year that would make her think that he would do that? The ache in his chest intensified.

So much for that sense of coming home. If this was home, he was getting kicked to the curb before he could get comfortable. Like always.

“I’m sorry.” She said miserably, “It’s just, I love this job.”

“I know. And fuck you very much for thinking I would even consider jeopardizing that.”

Ava dressed frantically, but she didn’t say another word. She tugged her shorts up and adjusted her breasts as misery spread through her. She was clearly incapable of saying the right thing.

She twisted, trying to straighten the shelf bra in her top and put herself back together. As she turned back around, she bumped the old fashioned black phone that sat next to the blotter.

Ava’s breath caught in her chest. She’d clearly hurt his feelings. Which seemed odd and surprising. In all her fantasies she hadn’t ever once considered that he had feelings. He was always so controlled and calm. With his mussed hair and rumpled t-shirt clutched in his fist, he looked nothing like his normal, relaxed, composed self. His face was a mask of stillness but underneath that blank facade he was upset. And she was the one who upset him.

The temptation to soothe him was strong but Ava couldn’t dwell on that right now. “We have a problem.”

“I’d say we have more than one.”

Ava was trying to smooth her hair into something that didn’t look like she’d just had sex on her boss’s desk. But really what was the point? “Riley never checked in.”

“Fuck.” Connor threaded his fingers through his hair and tugged. His bicep bulged and the muscles in his six pack rippled. “What the hell is going on?” he whispered.

Guilt crossed his face before he turned away from her. Ava watched as the muscles in his back tensed and turned to stone as he tugged his t-shirt over his head.

Con faced the window overlooking the Pacific Ocean. The sun had long since set, and the moon had risen early so that shadows and light rippled over the myriad of waves. So great, while he was getting it on with a woman who clearly had a really shitty opinion of him, his brother Riley was out there, somewhere in the Philippines and had missed his check in. One miss wasn’t the end of the world, but taken with everything else going on, Con struggled not to worry. And he needed to figure out what the hell was happening on every front.

Another wave of guilt rolled over him. Jack had entrusted GHR and Stone Consulting to him just this morning and since then, things had literally started going to hell. He’d managed to fuck everything up. Way to prove yourself, Con.

“Are you okay?” Ava’s fingertips brushed tentatively across his tense, tight delts.

“I’m just great,” he lied. He wished she’d just...leave.

“Umm, is there anything I can do to help?”

“No, just go on home.” Con rubbed his hand through his overly long blond hair. Since he’d left the army he’d let it grow. Now it flopped over his forehead and curled around his ears. 

“Oh, okay.”

He could see her reflection in the large picture window. The glass was coated with a reflective covering so that they could see out but no one could see in, which was good, otherwise someone would have gotten quite the show with his bare ass hanging out and her running shoes digging into his butt as he’d pounded in and out of her.

Her hand hovered over his shoulder, as if she wanted to comfort him or touch him again. But he didn’t touch people and people didn’t touch him. He was far more comfortable around computers and motherboards. A fact very distinctly driven home by the fact that she thought he was the kind of guy who would get her fired for having sex with him.

Yeah, touching people didn’t seem to go all that well for Con.

“By the way, if anyone loses their job, it will be me.” Con huffed out a mirthless laugh.

“What?”

Way to go, Con. He mentally patted himself on the back. His first real chance to to prove to Jack that he was responsible, that he belonged. And he’d blown it. Deeds not words. They’d been hacked. Jack’s assistant had been followed. Riley had missed his check in. And Con had jumped said assistant on Jack’s very sturdy desk.

He hadn’t done anything to stop the first three, and actively participated in the last one.

Deeds.

He needed to get his head back into whatever was happening at the company and get it out of fucking Ava Sanchez. Literally. “Never mind.”

She rubbed her fingers over her biceps as if warding off a chill. Her eyebrows quirked in a tiny frown that disappeared before Con could even register that she was worried about something. Her job. She was worried about her job.

“I promise you, you won’t lose your job.”

“What?” she blinked absently as if her thoughts were on another continent. “Oh, I believe you.”

“Okay. Good. Fine.”

But if she believed him then what was bothering her?

“Do you need anything else from me tonight?” Her tone was polite, distant. Ava had her head turned slightly to the side, gaze averted as if they hadn’t just done the nasty in Jack’s office, on Jack’s desk. Back to the way she’d treated him in the past. Looking at him without quite looking at him.

“No. We’re good.” Con went through what Jack had requested of him. Which meant taking control of everything out of control. He could spend the night here and continue to try to trace the hack. Riley was next on the list. “Are you supposed to come back for another check in with Riley?”

She paled. “I have to come back tomorrow at the same time.”

“Is there a backup time if he misses check in number one?”

“No.” She still wasn’t looking at him. Awesome.

Con thought about what Riley was doing in the Philippines. Delivering books and school supplies in the Sulu Province, on the island of Sulu near Jolo. An area known for harboring MNLF, the Moro National Liberation Front, rebels. On the surface, his mission was humanitarian and feel good. But Con assumed there was more to Riley’s trip than philanthropy. Currently there was a peace accord in place, but what if the government was looking for extra information on the MNLF to make sure they were on board with the treaty and really willing to maintain peace?

Could the rebels, or terrorists depending on your viewpoint, have caught on to Riley’s other purpose on the island?

“What protocol is in place if he misses another one?”

“First miss is a warning.” Ava shook her head, her ebony hair curled around her face, swung against her soft, rounded cheek, and a single strand caught on her mouth. Con battled the urge to brush the silky black lock away with his thumb and then follow it up with his mouth.

Shit. She’d distracted him again. Of course, it was all his fault. Maybe he wasn’t as reformed as he thought.

“Second miss puts the company on standby,” Ava said slowly.

Standby. Con wondered if he needed to contact Shane and put the plane on standby. Shane. He needed to try to call Shane and Jack again.

“Third miss, company extraction,” Ava finished. “But of course no one’s ever missed three check-ins. At least, not since I’ve been here.”

Extraction. Con mentally started compiling lists of what he’d need if Riley and his counterpart from Tools for Schools needed rescuing. Con wouldn’t be able to do it alone. His stomach curdled at the possibility that he’d need to ask Jess for help. He’d do it. Deeds, not words. Con strengthened his resolve. “Okay. Don’t worry about it. I’ll be here for tomorrow’s check in.”

“But—”

Connor interrupted. “See you next week. Have a nice Thanksgiving.” He forced the impersonal words out through stiff lips. He shoved down the awkward feelings. “Let me walk you to your car.”

“No thanks,” Ava replied. She held her body tight as she grabbed her purse and the hanging bag with her suit, her sexy, shiny pumps dangled from the opening at the top.

Remorse hit him hard.

He didn’t want her to leave this way. Everything about the last few hours was crazy, impulsive, and intense.

He got that she was done with him. But, he still wasn’t going to let her walk to her car in the dark. Monterey wasn’t exactly a hotbed of crime. And for a former soldier, the crime here was no problem. However, Shelley had raised him right and there was no way he was letting Ava walk to her car alone.

But since she had refused his offer, Con followed quietly behind her. He’d make sure she got in her car safely and then he’d go back to work. See if there were any way to trace the breach and continue to dig deeper on Jose Fernandez.

Ava took the stairs down to the underground parking garage and Con followed silently behind her. When she reached the landing, she whirled around and crouched into a fighting stance. She relaxed as she realized it was only Con and shot him a dark look without verbally acknowledging his presence.

Ava turned back around and continued down the stairs, and if body language could talk, she was saying, asshole. Except after the slightest of pauses, her shoulders softened and her hands unclenched and he realized that she’d been tense and worried until she discovered that he had her back.

Con stood in the half open door to the parking garage and carefully, conscientiously watched her walk to her car.

Her running shoes made little sound, only a slight swish and the minute squeak of her left shoe, on the slick concrete floor of the parking garage as she strode to an older model Honda Civic that had seen better days. Con leaned against the door frame and listened to the slight shush of her legs against each other and the muted rush of cars on the road above them. They were the only ones in the parking garage this late on a Friday.

She was almost to her car when Con registered another sound in the garage. The slight scuff of a hard heel was distinct in the sequestered silence. And then Con could see the man moving stealthily toward Ava. Con was blocked by the partially open door so he didn’t think the guy had seen him yet. With only a moment to react, Con began to run.

Ava felt a whoosh of air behind her and whirled around to confront Connor. “Will you stop—”

Sheer terror caromed through her. It wasn’t Connor. A man, clothed all in black, a nude-colored ski mask over his face, rushed her.

Ava screamed, dropped her stuff, leaned back on her left leg and kicked out with her right. All those sessions with a trainer paid off, and she managed to get a few debilitating kicks and blows in.

But then the man dodged her kick, wrapped his arms around her and shoved a cloth against her nose. “Buenos noches, puta,” he growled and those were the last words she registered as a sickly, sweet smell overpowered her.





Seven

Connor’s heart literally skipped a beat when he saw Ava slump in her attacker’s arms. He pumped his arms and sprinted toward them. He cursed the fact that he’d already locked his weapon in his office safe, although even if he’d had it, he couldn’t risk shooting for fear he’d hit Ava.

A car screeched around the corner and stopped in front of the pair.

Connor put on a burst of speed. No way was he going to let them put Ava into that car. In a split second, he assessed his options. Slide across the hood then be impeded by driver’s door, or run around the rear of the car and hope he could get there before they could finish getting Ava into the backseat.

As the driver gunned the engine, Connor made his decision and raced toward the open back door.

The first guy was trying desperately to get Ava in the back seat of the car but he was hampered by the dead weight of her body. Fuck! Connor prayed that she was only knocked out, not actually dead. Otherwise why take her?

Thug one was bent over Ava and halfway into the car, his back unprotected. Con punched her kidnapper in the kidney with three sharp jabs. The guy whirled around too quickly and had to overcorrect. Con shot a one-two punch at the guy’s jaw, and his head snapped back as he staggered against the open car door. Con undercut into a large but hard belly while the guy feebly tried to protect his body.

The driver, thug two, had turned around to see what the problem was. Con split his attention between the two kidnappers. Thug two’s eyes were wild behind the nude ski mask as he gunned the engine. But he didn’t take off. Thank God. Because even though Ava’s torso lay safely on the back seat, her legs still hung outside the car.

Thug one took a swing at him. Con arched away from the blow, his focus splintered between thug one and thug two, trying to intuit their plan. The open rear passenger door effectively hamstrung the driver. But Con was more worried the driver would change his mind and take off with Ava half in, half out of the car.

Con’s main objective was to rescue Ava.

His heartbeat slowed, the thud-thud echoed in his brain. The harsh rasp of his breath reverberated in his skull. His vision tunneled as he took in details. The engine gunned again. Thug one lunged at him and he knew had no choice but to unleash the fury boiling within him. With a fierce desperation, Connor pummeled the attacker in a barrage of blows, grunting at the force of his rage. No one was going to hurt Ava on his watch.

Finally the asshole dropped to his knees and fell to the side. Con scooped up Ava and ran for her car. His souped up Dodge Charger was too far away. She’d already unlocked the Civic, so he yanked open the passenger seat, and he tossed her in carefully, all the while trying to keep focus on her assailants. Luckily Ava carried her keys on a sparkly lanyard around her neck. He lifted the lanyard over her head and slammed the passenger door shut.

Connor raced around to the driver’s seat. As much as he’d like to capture these guys and beat answers out of them, his first priority needed to be Ava.

Con slid into the driver’s seat, and assessed her. She just looked like she was asleep, her chest rose and fell in deep, easy breaths. So Con turned his attention to the assailants. His brain processed information, noting that the old boat of Lincoln Continental was minus license plates. Although both thugs wore ski masks, their hands identified them as one Caucasian and one darker skin, could be Hispanic, Middle Eastern, or mixed blood. Likely not African-American.

While Con had been getting Ava in her car, thug two had rushed from the driver’s seat and shoved his partner in the backseat, threw himself back into the car, and then the Lincoln shot forward on a burst of speed.

He didn’t want to leave Ava alone on the bizarre off chance they had another partner. But he could follow the old Lincoln.

Con gunned the Honda’s engine, completely exasperated when her little car barely turned over. He shifted to drive. The car rumbled and coughed as he gave the engine more gas but the car only sluggishly chugged forward. He desperately watched her assailants’ car, powered by a V8, shoot away in the rear view mirror. He tried one more time to get the Honda to go faster than twenty miles an hour but the damn thing felt permanently stuck in first gear.

“Dammit.” Con rested his forehead on the steering wheel and took a moment.

He shifted into Park and leaned over to check on Ava. Her head lolled against the passenger window as she sagged limply against the car door. Her chest continued to rise and fall slowly. He lifted her eyelid and peered at her pupils which contracted slightly.

Con dialed with one hand while he measured the slow, easy beat of her pulse. When Amir, his doctor answered, he got right to the point. “If a woman is drugged—” Con sniffed and was pretty sure he detected the sweet scent of chloroform. “—with chloroform, how long will she stay unconscious?”

“You do know there isn’t any such legal limitation on doctor patient privilege. In a court of law I’d have to testify against you.” Con could practically see his pal smirking.

“Jokes later.” Con held Ava up against the worn passenger seat with one palm. “I’m serious.”

Amir quieted down and asked a series of questions. “Breathing?”

“Easy.”

“Nausea?”

“She’s not throwing up or looking like she’s going to throw up.”

“Color?”

“Color?” Con frowned. “What?”

“It can affect the liver,” Amir snapped.

“Oh. Rosy cheeks and lips.” Con looked at her heart-stoppingly beautiful face. “She just looks like she’s asleep.”

“Try to wake her up.”

Con glanced back out the garage exit. The kidnappers were long gone. Now he had to concentrate on Ava. He patted her cheek lightly. “Ava, sweetheart. Wake up.”

Nothing.

He patted her cheek a little harder, wincing at the sharp sound of the slaps. “Ava.”

She lolled her head to the side and squinted her eyes open. Her mouth curved wide and her tongue slicked across her lips as he cupped her jaw in his palm to hold her head steady.

“Ho-la hombre guapo,” she slurred as her lids drooped closed again. Then she barely whispered, “Usted es muy caliente. Usted me hace mareado.”

Amir snickered on the other end of the phone. “Let her sleep. Unless she starts having problems breathing, she should be fine. And it’s likely the chloroform making her dizzy, not you, hottie.”

“You sure she’ll be okay?” Con ignored Amir’s teasing.

“Just let her sleep it off. She’ll wake up when her body has equalized the drug, and probably feel like she’s got a hangover.”

Con flicked the end button on his phone. The band of worry around his heart eased and he breathed a relieved sigh. He pulled the seat belt over her prone form and buckled her in. “Safety first,” he murmured. Then he asked the unconscious woman, “Who wants you?”

Besides me. The thought popped into his brain with surprising forcefulness. He smoothed her hair away from her face and frowned at the dark bruise forming on her cheek. He pressed a soft, gentle kiss to her skin, and then headed toward the only safe place he could take her while he figured out what to do next.

Home.

 

***

 

A dull thud persisted in knocking against her skull like the boom of a wrecking ball. Her tongue felt about ten sizes too big for her mouth and her sealed lips cracked when she tried to separate them. As she attempted to swallow a sharp, thick pain hurt her throat. Dios, she had the worst hangover in the history of time.

Her eyelids were crusted shut and through sheer force of will, Ava finally pried them open. Watery light filtered through her vision. Sheer filmy curtains she didn’t recognize hung in front of her and blocked her vision of what lay beyond the bed. She’d been a little disappointed when she’d left the office but she didn’t remember going on a bender. She wasn’t a drinker except for a cerveza on hot summer nights and the occasional glass of champagne for special events. And she didn’t remember anything special happening last night. So why was she in a strange bed? Her heart kicked. Why didn’t she remember? The harder she tried, the more her head hurt.

She frowned and took stock as other details shimmered in her foggy, sluggish mind. The inferno of heat that emanated from behind her. The heavy weight across the curve of her waist, and the gentle, unexpected cocoon that sheltered her and protected her. She felt so safe.

The steady rise and fall of the chest behind her. The thick column of thighs that spooned her legs. The insistent throb of the erection pressed into her butt. Except, she had never in her life slept with a man.

She was fully dressed. In her workout clothes. Somewhat tight and uncomfortable, spandex wasn’t the best sleepwear.

She jerked in surprise when all the details came together and coalesced into a coherent picture. A distinctive, masculine scent drifted over her senses and she identified the man behind her. Connor Stone. She was in bed with Connor Stone. Panic, insistent and urgent, caromed through her. How had she ended up in bed with Connor?

As if attuned to the slightest change in her body, Connor stiffened against her back and his arms tensed, then squeezed lightly before he let her go. He carefully rolled her around to face him. “How are you feeling?” he tenderly brushed a lock of hair from her face and frowned at something he saw.

Apparently, she’d been drop kicked into some alternate universe where her fantasies were reality. She was in bed with Connor Stone.

“Connor?” Her voice was raspy as if she’d been asleep for a thousand years instead of.... Why couldn’t she remember?

“You okay?” Connor asked.

But she still didn’t answer, trying to process.

“Nothing?” As if he had read her blank mind and understood her memory was completely unclear.

The last coherent memory she had was of them on Jack’s desk. She flushed, a deep full body blush that started at her toes and tingled through her until her face was as red and hot as a habanero chili.

Connor threaded his fingers through hers, his palm hard and calloused against her much smaller one. His chest was bare and he wore a pair of plaid flannel drawstring bottoms that hung low enough on his hips that his exquisitely-defined inguinal muscles were clearly exposed.

His chest was a sculpted work of art with thick deltoids and pecs that tapered down to a rippled eight pack. His skin was marred with dings and a few older scars, battle wounds that she was sure would make her flinch if she knew exactly how he received them.

Heat surrounded her, emanating from his body like the sun on a hot summer’s day. How could she even focus on what he was asking? All she could think about was the notion that he’d reached right into her deepest, darkest, most hidden fantasies and given them to her.

She clenched her fist against the desire to smooth her hands over his naked skin and curl her fingers around the bulge she could clearly see beneath his pants. All the yearning she’d hidden behind downcast eyes and furtive glances rose to the surface as if he had turned over her fallow field and exposed the roots of her attraction. If she dared to look into his hypnotic eyes would she see desire or disgust? Either answer terrified her.

Ava refused to look at him and he let her get away with it.

“You were attacked, drugged.”

A hazy memory of Connor running at her full bore as an overly sweet odor invaded her senses surfaced.

“Do you remember anything?”

“No. Not really.” She swallowed, and licked her lips. “Why am I here?”

“It was the only safe place I could bring you.”

“Where exactly am I?”

“My family’s house.”

She shot straight up in bed and finally looked at him. “Your mother’s house?”

“Technically, she’s my stepmother, but yes.”

Ava got caught by the odd inflection in his voice. Why did he have that little catch when he’d mentioned his stepmother? But then the more important factor registered. She was in bed with him in his family home. And as much as waking up with him next to her was at the top of her fantasy meter, doing so in his parent’s house was not.

“What did you do?” She tried to disengage their fingers but she couldn’t because Connor held tight. “Why am I in bed with you in your mother’s house?” her voice rose as the full implications hit her.

“I needed to keep an eye on you until you regained consciousness,” Connor said patiently, calmly. He spoke to her like her family when they talked to her ancient Tia Lucia, who couldn’t hear well and thus had trouble understanding simple conversations.

She had to get out of here. She was scrabbling at the covers with her feet and trying desperately to disconnect their fingers. “Well, consciousness regained so adios.”





Eight

It didn’t take a genius, which he was, to figure out she was upset. But Con didn’t understand why. He was more charmed as he noticed that her accent was all but eradicated unless she was upset or aroused. And the heated look in her dark eyes, before they’d started discussing exactly where they were, told him she might be a little bit of both.

She was going to hurt herself if she kicked much more and Con couldn’t stand for that to happen. He drew her up against his chest and whispered in her ear, “Shhh. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you.”

She balled up her fist and punched him in the stomach but the hit lacked intensity because of the proximity of their bodies. “You, imbécil. I can’t be in your bed in your parent’s house.”

“Technically it’s not my bed. We’re in the guest room.” Con’s mouth quirked as he nuzzled the sweet spot behind her ear and slid one hand to curve over her butt. “You didn’t hurt your hand, did you?”

“What?” She drew back and for a second, she looked so angry, Con thought she might head butt him. “Can you focus on the bigger issue here?”

Even more important than the ‘bigger issue’ was the fact that she was looking him in the eye again. “I am. The bigger issue is who is after you. You aren’t going anywhere until we figure that out.”

He swallowed his worry. He’d spent the last few hours digging deeper into Jose Fernandez. But the guy was clear as crystal. He had done everything to make sure his actions were never construed any way other than straightforward. While Fernandez had personally advanced his political star during the search for the abducted girls, he never profited from the situation in any other way. Everything he’d done had brought good things to the migrant community.

Many of his friends and constituents regarded him as a hero.

And even though Jack and Ava didn’t have a good feeling about him, Con could not find anything nefarious or wrong with his past and nothing to implicate him in Stone Consulting’s current problems.

The only other thing Con had done was call his sister. He’d come to the conclusion that he couldn’t tackle the current situation with the company alone if Riley missed check in number two. He needed her here and ready to take on an extraction.

“We don’t need to do it from bed,” Ava cried.

Con couldn’t stop the swell of gratitude that rolled over him. She was safe.

But as she tried to get up and away from him, she undulated and the move thrust her breasts into his bare chest. Connor groaned at the unexpected contact, but he also noticed that she was clearly aroused as the hard points of her nipples brushed against him. He insinuated his leg between her thighs, and went light-headed at the heat from her sex. She was saying one thing but her body was telling a completely different story.

A visceral thrill ran through him. She was as helpless in the grasp of their sexual attraction as he was. Her breathy sigh blew across his forehead. She had her head tilted back on the pristine white cotton sheets and the long column of her neck was exposed to his gaze. With unerring accuracy, his attention narrowed on the rapid flutter of her pulse in the hollow of her neck.

He could feel his own heart pick up rhythm as his body responded to hers. And the longing that had struck him last night when he’d held her in his arms, rescued her from the attack, and protected her from the threat against her, came back in triple force.

The need to touch her, hold her, confirm that she was safe and whole and here, slammed into him. What would have happened if he hadn’t followed her to the garage? What would have happened if they’d been able to get her into the car before Con had gotten to her?

So instead of bringing those worries up, he asked what he really wanted to know. “Would being in my bed be so bad?”

She stilled, her deep black eyes widened. “Of course not.” She shifted in the sheets, her body a hairsbreadth away from his and yet, she was so distant she might as well have been across the room in the chaise lounge at the window. “But what will your mother, stepmother,” she corrected before he could. “Think?”

She would be thrilled that Con had finally brought someone home. But Con couldn’t say that. He couldn’t reveal how big a deal it was that he’d brought Ava here or she’d be out of the house faster than he could say, “It’s not what you think.” And that was unacceptable. Someone had wanted her badly enough to drug her and attempt to kidnap her in a public garage. No way in hell was he letting her leave this house without him.

Nothing he said was going to put her at ease. Her lashes lay dark and thick against her bruised cheekbone. Connor couldn’t resist the lure of that hurt and he brushed a gentle kiss against the obscene purple blemish even as he cursed the fact that he hadn’t gotten to her in time. 

“I’m just happy you’re okay,” he whispered in her ear.

“You...saved me.” Her eyes blinked open. “I—I’m starting to remember.”

Con’s pulse quickened. Maybe she could give him more information. “What do you remember?” Maybe they could catch the fuckers who hurt her. “Did they speak? Say anything?” 

“No. He just grabbed me.”

He remembered with sickening detail how the guy had jammed that cloth over her nose and she’d sagged in his arms. His stomach cramped in distress.

“Damn, Ava. I saw it happen but I couldn’t get there in time,” he said. “Swear to God, my heart nearly stopped.” He curled his arms around her and tightened his grip as if unwilling to let anyone get near her again.

“Connor.” She brushed the hair from his face tenderly. Her body melted against his, her soft to his hard, tightly clenched muscles. “You rescued me.”

“I won’t let anyone hurt you ever again,” he said fiercely. “That’s a promise.”

They needed to get out of this bed before Con did something he’d regret. Something like roll her over and make sweet love to her. He’d already broken that rule and the aftermath hadn’t gone so well. Not to mention that Ava had to be traumatized by the events of last night.

“I thought my self-defense class had taught me the right moves,” she said. She hunched over, shoulders rounded, and head down.

“Let me show you some other moves.” Connor figured it would serve two purposes, to help Ava learn to defeat her attacker next time, God forbid, and it would get them out of this bed. “You can practice beating me up.”

She straightened up and a brilliant smile lit her face. Her mouth curved and the downcast expression disappeared in a wave of delight. “Yes, please.”

Con wasn’t sure she needed to be so happy about beating him up but he liked her happy rather than worried or embarrassed. Con vaulted out of the bed. He gestured to Ava in a ‘come here’ taunt with his fingers. Ava gingerly slid off the bed. Then he looked at her, really looked at her. She was a vision with her hair tousled and her eyes heavy-lidded as she swept the last of sleep away with a lazy rub of her fingers.

Ava yawned, with her mouth wide open and her head tilted back in abandon, she stretched her toned sleek arms over her head and her breasts shifted beneath the constricting spandex top. Con thought about all the other things they could be doing in a bedroom rather than working on self defense. His cock, which had seriously deflated after their talk about her attack, stirred to life.

“Turn around,” he said gruffly. “I’m going to approach you from the back.”

Ava obediently twirled around so that her back was to him and her front faced the tall, four poster bed. Con took a deep breath, willed his cock to settle down, and started instructing her on how to break the hold of attacker from behind.

But he realized he had made a serious mistake the second he put one arm around her waist and the other around her neck.

The sweet valley of her cleavage was in his direct line of sight. And even as he sidestepped her attempt to stomp on his instep instinctively, his palm slid up the side of her ribcage until he nearly cupped her breast in his hand.

He needed to concentrate on trying to attack her. If she went for a groin shot, she was in for a big surprise. Connor was harder than the pine posts of the canopy bed. Ava executed a few more self defense moves that were pretty good.

“You’ve got the hang of this.”

“I studied self-defense,” she panted.

“But you forgot it all when you were attacked?” Connor shifted again, trying to approach her from a different angle.

“No. I was stupido. I let my guard down because I thought you were following me. I assumed it was you behind me.”

Connor heart stuttered at the realization that he’d contributed to her attack, even if it was a misunderstanding . He tightened his arms around her waist, unwilling to let her turn around. He didn’t want to see the accusation in her deep black gaze. She kept saying she didn’t blame him but how could she not? The only way to atone was to teach her something new. “Never let your guard down.”

She gripped his wrists with surprisingly strong fingers and peeled his arms from her body. Before he could step away, Ava whirled around. “It was not your fault.”

“I certainly didn’t prevent it.” He shifted his attention to the fluttering sheer panels that surrounded the bed.

Ava placed her soft palm against his cheek and turned his head so that he faced her fully. “Connor, you saved me,” she said fiercely.

“Maybe.” He shrugged.

She stepped into his space, went up on her tiptoes, and pressed her lips to his. The contact was sweet, cool, as she initiated their kiss.

Connor stepped into the kiss, giving in to the temptation to touch her, to take solace from her forgiveness, and possibly forgive himself.

“Why are you beating yourself up?” she murmured against his mouth.

Why was he? Because she meant something to him. And the idea that she was almost taken from him, was assuredly hurt, even though he had rescued her, cut deep. And he finally acknowledged, at least to himself, that he had feelings for Ava beyond the lust he’d suppressed over the last few months.

For the past year, she’d quietly, sweetly smiled at him. Accepted him for who he was now, not some younger more immature, more reckless version of himself. She never saw that guy. The one he was always trying to live down. At least not until last night.

And he thought about her confessions in Jack’s office.

She saw him. Just like he saw her.

On a visceral level that defied logic and defied the depth of their interactions before this weekend, he saw her. But Con had a feeling if he admitted that she’d take off faster than he could say, Stay. He needed to show her how he felt.

Deeds not words.

And so he kissed her. He poured every bit of gratitude and relief that she was okay into the kiss. Con cupped her face in his hands, and scattered kisses across her face, touching on her cheekbones, the tip of her nose, the shell of her ear, the sensitive spot below. Each caress was a gesture of thanks. Of relief that she had not come to any harm.

Fuck it. The bed was right there. She wanted him as much as he wanted her. Con nipped at her lower lip then sipped his way into her mouth. He licked at her lips and wooed her with kisses until she sank against him, her once stiff body soft with surrender. Her breasts pillowed onto his chest and his erection rubbed along the V in her legs.

He planned to ask her her permission. But before he could separate his mouth from hers, she shoved him onto the bed and climbed over top of him.

He broke away from the kiss. “Jesus, that is hot.” Her natural aggression during physical intimacy was an incredible turn on. She was normally so quiet. Until she saw something she wanted. Or you pissed her off.

As he lifted his hips to nudge her with his sex, she spread her legs wider, the sweet kiss he had initiated turned feral and crazy hot. Connor reveled in the female curves of her body as he slid one hand down to cup her ass. He rocked her hips against his and swallowed her breathy moan. Her hands explored his chest, running along his skin like a blind woman reading braille. He worshipped her with his hands, embracing her curvy body with reverence, as if he could hold her, protect her forever. Because that’s what he wanted. Forever.

He wanted this thing between them to be the beginning, not just a response to danger and the adrenaline let down from a perilous situation. But they barely knew each other. She had no reason to trust him. Con wanted to give her every reason to trust him, to turn to him.

Ava sank on top of Connor. His erection bulged beneath the soft flannel, and the sight of him caused everything within her to soften as her body prepared for his. All the reasons why this was another bad idea flit through her mind as she rubbed against him.

But the one reason to keep going trumped every other reason to stop. He had saved her. As if the universe was telling her to seize the day, she surrendered to the arousal that thrummed through her. Her limbs were lax and her body languid as he rolled again until she was beneath him. She was in bed with Connor Stone, and based on the erection prodding her belly, he wanted her. When would she get this moment again?

He held her tight, his arms curled under her shoulders and his legs hard between hers. The feeling so right she lost her breath. “I’m glad you’re okay,” he said.

“Me too,” she replied breathily. She’d cheated fate once more.

After Maria disappeared, she’d made a promise to herself to live life to the fullest. Living life right now meant seizing this moment. Seizing him.

His face was half in shadow, the dappled light from the wall of windows highlighted his sharp cheek lines and his dark blond stubbled jaw. His longer hair fell over his eyebrow and shielded his gaze. He looked scruffy, something she’d never seen before, and unbearably sexy. Usually Connor was very tidy and clean-shaven. The beginnings of a beard gave him a more rakish air. The soft hair abraded her chin as he sipped at her mouth. Her skin tingled with each sweep of his hand.

The Stone brothers were notorious as the subject of office gossip.

According to the legends, of which there were many, Jack and Riley had voracious appetites. But what about Connor? Could she keep up with him?

She was damn well going to try.

Ava ran her palms over the warm skin of his chest, and marveled at his sculpted lean muscle mass. His biceps bulged as he propped his upper body over her and kept her ensconced within the protective custody of arms ropy with thick dark veins. As she stared into his eyes, the tawny brown and gold blazed with heat.

For her.

She may not be the most adventurous woman on the peninsula but what she lacked in experience she planned to make up for with enthusiasm. Ava laved her tongue up the thick column of Con’s neck and smiled as he shuddered at the contact. Her hands slid over the defined muscles of his back and toyed with the loose waist of his flannel bottoms.

His erection prodded her as he grew harder.

Connor shoved up the tight tank of her workout top and cupped her breast in his large, calloused palm. His hot mouth closed over her nipple and she involuntarily squeezed his ass.

He smiled against her breast. “I’m guessing you liked that.”

So now Mr. Silent had decided to get talkative?

She liked that he talked to her. Con tended to be a watcher. An observer who contributed when asked but didn’t run his mouth off. Ava liked that he wasn’t silent with her, that he wanted to talk to her.

Ava panted as his mouth created a sizzle from the tip of his tongue down to her sex. Her body buzzed and fizzed as he kissed his way across her chest and made love to her breasts as if he’d been stranded in the desert for the last ten years.

Her head was floating, and she was desperate for him. Frustration clawed her as if he didn’t get inside her soon she would dissolve into a giant puff of air. And never be seen again.

“So I hear you think I am muy caliente,” Connor murmured against her breast.

“What?” she almost banged into his head as her chin came up and her entire body blushed. How did he know that?

“Apparently you get a little...loose-lipped while under the influence of chloroform.”

“Madre de Dios.” She’d told him. What else had she said? And did she even want to know?

Ava was determined to make him forget anything she’d said while drugged. What if she’d told him about her fantasies? About her daydreams?

Con laughed, his teeth white and even as he bent and nipped at her mouth. “I think you’re muy caliente too.”

And just like that he washed away her embarrassment. Ava shoved at his flannel bottoms, even as Connor ripped her top over her head. She cupped his ass in her hands, marveled at the heat of his erection prodding her sex.

As if that final confession lifted a barrier from their desires, they frantically tore at each other’s clothes. Within seconds, they were both naked. The power and heat of his body enveloped hers. He was so big he made her feel petite.

Connor quickly grabbed a condom from a drawer in the bedside table. Ava skimmed her hands over his powerful chest, as he propped up on one elbow and rolled the protection over his cock.

His extremely large cock. How had she missed that yesterday? “You’re huge.”

Connor laughed softly. “What every man wants to hear.”

“Si but not what every man is.”

Connor rubbed the head of his cock along her swollen aroused sex. The contact was firm but he didn’t enter her. Ava curled her fingers around his hips and tried to take control. Silently demanding that he come inside her.

But Connor held back, rocked his hips, each time, he slid just a little further inside but her sex clenched, begging for his deep invasion. “Now,” she demanded.

He thrust inside in one long deep glide and held there. The root of his cock pressed against her clitoris, as her slick channel swallowed the thick broad length of him.

Ava moaned, the sensual invasion so sweet and and so right. Her heart pounded and her pulse thudded. With a little whimper she rocked her hips into his silently begging for him to move.

“Dammit, Ava.” Connor bowed over her and pressed a sweet kiss to her lips. “I wanted to be gentle.”

“Screw gentle.” She panted. “Next time.”

With her words a giant smile spread over his face, lightened his somber gaze, and with a wicked grin he began to move.

Connor slid his palms beneath her butt and yanked her to him. They were connected at every touch point, mouths, his thick chest pressed against her breasts, their groins locked together and their legs entwined.

Connor pulled all the way out until only the head of his cock nudged her clit.

Then without warning he plunged inside.

Yes. Each slam blasted her erogenous zones, her g-spot, her clit, every nerve in her sex was massaged and aroused by his powerful movements. Connor surrounded her, enveloped her, overwhelmed her body and mind with the power of his thrusts.

Every cell in her body rejoiced at the intimate connection. Flames of desire roared through her body as her soft yielded to his hard. Her blood pooled and sizzled and then with one urgent final thrust, Connor froze in a rictus of release. His groan reverberated through her body and the hard, fierce pulse of his orgasm triggered her release.

Her womb contracted around him, each tight pull of her muscles created ripples of aftershocks throughout her body. Every nerve was over-sensitized as she experienced a nearly euphoric high.

She’d never come so hard in her life.

Her chest and throat were so tight, she couldn’t speak. Shouldn’t speak because all the fierce emotions bombarding her would likely come tumbling out in some sex-induced confession and she’d never live it down. So instead she pressed kisses along his shoulder and neck. His face was buried in the curve of her shoulder, his hair tickled her ear and the heavy press of his body felt incredible.

She could stay like this forever.

Jesus. Con was wrecked. Again.

He wasn’t sure he could move, let alone speak. The power of his orgasm had rendered him deaf, dumb and nearly blind.

He sank into the sweet cradle of her body and hoped he wasn’t crushing her. He’d move in a second. Speak in a second.

Right now he had to get his thundering heart under control and his thoughts ordered before he opened his mouth and blurted out something crazy, like, come live with me.

But fuck him, she’d done it again. She felt like home. Like shelter. Like acceptance. And Con was starving for the opportunity to have this every day. To feel like this every day.

Three sharp knocks sounded on the thick wooden door. Distantly Con registered the sound but it took a moment to process because all his blood had recently drained from his head and he was still recovering from a massive orgasm.

But the distinctive click of the lock shifted everything into clarity and before he could do more than roll over and yank the sheet up over their bodies to protect Ava from his stepmother’s gaze, she had opened the door and called out gaily, “Knock, knock. Oh! Oh, my.”

Connor hadn’t been caught in this position since he was eighteen.

“Well, I’ll just...go on back downstairs.” Shelley faltered, then powered through the rest of her announcement as if she hadn’t just caught them in the act. “Lunch is ready when you are.”

“Madre de Dios,” Ava muttered against his neck. “I am going to hell.”

Connor snorted. “I don’t think it’s quite that bad.”

“Easy for you to say.” She bit him hard. And just like that his cock, which had wilted slightly at Shelley’s interruption, surged back to life.

“Well then I’m going with you,” he teased. “Come on. We’d better get to lunch.”

“I can’t meet your stepmother now,” she wailed.

“Technically, you already met.”





Nine

Ava shifted on the rough, plank bench seat at the Stone’s kitchen table. The long table was constructed of wide oak boards, stained in a dark finish, with enough room to seat eight adults. The kitchen was huge. Almost as big as her entire apartment, the room boasted a wall of white cabinets with glass fronts, gray granite counters with gold and bronze flecks that gleamed, and a backsplash in rustic glass tiles of varying metallic shades. Three funky teardrop lights hung over an island big enough for four wood bar stools.

A large mahogany bowl, polished to a high shine, overflowed with mini-pumpkins, gourds, and dried corn. The placemats were a deep burnt orange with mustard yellow trim.

Connor’s stepmother served lunch, massive BLT sandwiches and apple cobbler, on brown square plates that matched the tabletop perfectly.

It was like stepping into a magazine cover shoot.

Condensation trailed down the side of tall glasses of iced tea, and reminded Ava why they were late. She flushed.

“So nice to finally meet you.” Connor’s stepmother, Shelley, smiled and brushed an affectionate hand over Connor’s shoulder. For all that Connor felt necessary to clarify that Shelley was his stepmother, she clearly loved her stepson and didn’t necessarily feel the same distance he did. Shelley appeared to touch him freely with a sweet, motherly smile on her face.

“Nice to meet you too,” Ava replied huskily. She cleared her throat and willed her body to stop flushing, still embarrassed by the fact that Shelley had seen them in bed. Although it had been painfully obvious what they had been doing, thanks to Con’s quick thinking, Shelley hadn’t seen them naked. But it had been close.

Ava took a large gulp of iced tea. The frigid liquid soothed her abused, dry throat. Feeling ridiculously parched, she slugged down most of the cool drink, and avoided conversation. She shifted her attention to the large picture window and almost choked on the tea.

The Pacific Ocean crashed on the uneven rocks a hundred yards from their back door. It was one of those gray, foggy afternoons, where the marine layer clouds hovered over the ocean like a foreman over the field workers. Giant redwoods flanked the sides of their property and created a secluded grove which hid the estate from the prying eyes of the tourists who paid to drive along Seventeen Mile Drive.

Off to the left was a large swimming pool, surrounded by rocks similar to the coastline, and which sported a waterfall that recycled water back into the pool. Encircled by various trees and foliage, the habitat made it seem as if the pool were actually a natural pond. An expanse of green grass led to the tumble of rocks at the edge of the ocean, scattered with a few straggling cypress trees. Some weathered branches that had broken off from the trees were strewn across the rocks creating an artistic backdrop for the crashing waves.

The back door was open, ushering in a brisk salt-scented breeze and the bark of the seals on the rock formation out in the swirling eddy of their inlet.

Santa Madre de Dios. She’d known the Stone family had money. But they had money. “You grew up here?” she blurted before thinking. Ava slapped her hand over her mouth and closed her eyes in mortification. “Oh, lo siento. Very rude.”

To stop from saying anything else embarrassing, she shoved the bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich in her mouth, and took a big bite. Ava nearly moaned. It was so good. She flushed again and wondered if she could make any worse of an impression.

Shelley’s laugh trilled softly. “The view gorgeous, isn’t it? I never get tired of it.” She propped her chin in her hand and stared out the large window. “I still remember the first time I saw the ocean. I was awestruck. Remember, Con?”

Connor shifted on his heavy wood chair. “Um, yeah. Of course.”

Connor had gotten very quiet and Ava wondered what he was thinking. He looked pensive and slightly uncomfortable.

“You were such an adorable, quiet little guy,” Shelley said softly.

Connor appeared to blush but didn’t say a word.

“Not much has changed.” Shelley cleared her plate from the table and carried it to the large farm sink. “I’ve got to run to Watsonville. I’m volunteering at the food bank this afternoon. Ava, honey, stay as long as you need to. Con filled me in last night. You need to be safe,” she rambled on as she loaded the dishwasher. “And we have plenty of room.”

“Thank you,” Ava replied softly. She had to admit that going home to her lonely little Victorian didn’t hold much appeal. She thanked goodness that her parents were in Sinaloa visiting relatives, they would be freaking out at the fact that she’d nearly been abducted. Although she worried about them there, they were probably safer in Mexico right now.

“Con, be a sweetie and start the dishwasher when you’re done.” She bent over and brushed a kiss against his cheek. Ava couldn’t help but notice that he tensed up just a bit. “You did good bringing her here, honey.”

But the thought was swept away as Shelley patted Ava on the head and then rushed out the kitchen in a whirlwind.

Ava sat at the table somewhat stunned by the force of nature that was Connor’s stepmother. “When did Shelley and Jessica come to live here?”

Con watched Shelley go, then twisted back to face Ava. Twenty years later, his stepmother never failed to give him some affection and it still threw him. She’d blown into his life at eight and made him her own. He might always be out of step with his siblings but Shelley never let him get away with that with her.

Even in his rebellious teen years, when he had acted out against Little Miss Perfection, Jessica, who got good grades, never came home drunk, and could do no wrong. Con did everything he could to live down to his father’s expectations, until Shelley set him on the right path. He owed her everything but he still had trouble with her easy affection. And he never forgot that she was not his real mother.

He’d realized after talking to Jess on the phone last night that he needed to clear the air with her. It wasn’t her fault that their father was an ass. It wasn’t her fault that with his long hair and weird tawny eyes, he looked unlike any of his siblings or his father. Just one more way he didn’t fit in. His brothers used to tease him that he was probably adopted but everyone knew Jack Senior had paternity tests done every single time some new kid popped up. And every time they’d come back positive, including Con’s, because dear old dad was a complete man whore.

So when Jess and Shelley had come to live with them, suddenly there was a face for all of his feelings of being an outsider, and he’d rebelled against being perfect like Jess. But he was an adult now, and Jess’s surprise when he’d called to ask for help had been crystal clear even through a transatlantic connection.

Con shook off the memories. He needed to focus on here and now. Ava was still waiting. What had she asked? Oh, yeah. “I was eight.”

“Did your dad get remarried?” Ava asked curiously.

He’d never been married to Con’s mother. His mother had dropped him at Jack Stone Senior’s, taken a lump sum payment, and hit the road. Con didn’t even remember her. He’d been dropped off to live with Jack and Riley and their dad when he was a baby. The only reason he knew exactly what happened was Jack Senior made sure to give him a callous recitation of the truth when he’d been five and thrown a temper tantrum when he didn’t get what he wanted.

And his dad may have devastated him with the circumstances of how he’d ended up with him but Con had also learned then that bad behavior got him noticed. Even if it wasn’t the attention he’d wanted.

Ava seemed to be calculating something in her head and then she blurted out, “You and Jess are only three months apart.”

“I am aware.”

She opened and closed her sultry mouth a few times. “So....”

“Dear old dad was screwing my mother and Shelley at the same time.”

“Connor!”

“My father couldn’t keep it in his pants.” Con stood abruptly and stalked to the sink. He dumped his tea down the drain and put the empty glass in the dishwasher. “Still can’t for that matter.”

“Does he live here too?”

Con snorted. “No. Thank God.”

Their family dynamics were messed up enough that it would take a flow chart to figure everything out. Con couldn’t be sure but he thought his father might have finally stopped spreading his sperm around and gotten a vasectomy a few years back. “Horny bastard,” he gutted out.

“You shouldn’t call your father—” Ava scrunched her eyes closed. “Wait, he said something.”

Con stopped. “Who?”

“The guy who grabbed me.”

“What did he say?” Con wanted to nail these guys. He balled his fists on his hips and waited impatiently for her to share. He forced himself to sit back down at the table and let her remember.

Ava was swamped by his navy sweats and an old Army t-shirt. She looked adorable in his clothes, and he couldn’t help but feel proprietary as he watched her move. Her full breasts filled out the worn t-shirt nicely and he was thankful that she hadn’t had a choice of attire. Because Ava wouldn’t have fit in Jess’s clothes, she had too many curves—in all the right places, as far as Con was concerned—she’d had to borrow some of his.

“He called me a puta.”

Slut. “Why would he call you that?” Con got up and began to pace the Saltillo tiles. “You’re about as far from a slut as a nun.” Connor’s shoulders tightened and he bulked up as if getting ready to face an enemy. No one called his girl a slut.

His girl? He mentally jerked back. Whoa. She wasn’t his. But he’d like her to be, the thought wound through his mind like a wisp of fog that slithered along the ground in the early morning.

Ava blinked, lowered her lashes and averted her gaze. “If they saw me on Jack’s desk yesterday they might have had reason.”

Con stalked to the table so quickly, Ava’s head jerked up. He gripped her delicate shoulders, her muscles tense and bunched beneath his fingers. “No way. That wasn’t—”

But she interrupted him, clearly not wanting to discuss their interlude on the desk. “He was probably just mad that I got in a few good shots before he could get the cloth over my face. Instinct.”

So Con let it drop and concentrated on her revelation. The guy had used one accented Spanish word. Just like Ava when she got upset, little hints of her accent would come out. “So at least one of your attackers was Hispanic.”

“I still don’t understand why they would want me.” A frown puckered her elegantly- shaped brows.

Con didn’t like the theory that was forming in the back of his mind. So he looked for anything that might dispute his uncomfortable conclusion. “Any unusual behavior lately?”

She shook her head mutely.

“Any other feelings of being followed?” He knew he had been right not to dismiss her concerns after she felt like she’d been followed on the beach.

Again, a negative answer.

“Take up any hobbies lately. Start doing something new?”

“No, no and no. All I do is work and work out,” she said glumly.

He didn’t know why she looked quite so down. “Me too.”

If it wasn’t about her personally, then it would make sense that it had something to do with GHR and Stone Consulting. “Have you done anything differently at work lately?”

Her eyebrows rose. And she spoke without thinking, “The only new thing I’ve done is you.”

Con stifled a laugh and pressed a quick hard kiss on her lips.

But that niggling sensation that he got when he was debugging code wouldn’t let him go. He hated the connections his brain had made without even trying to connect the events. But he sensed he was on the right track. Ava was the link between the kidnappings eight years ago and Stone Consulting’s investigation into Jose Fernandez now.

What if Fernandez thought that Ava knew something about whatever happened to those girls? What if he knew that Stone Consulting was investigating him? Or what if Fernandez realized that Stone Consulting was investigating him and he thought Ava would be the weak link? It became even more crucial than ever for Con to find out what Fernandez was hiding.

“What?” Ava’s fingers were curled around Con’s wrists as if she didn’t want to let him go. Con normally didn’t like being touched but with her he craved every stroke of affection she was willing to give.

Con only had his own suspicions and it was a long shot. But his brain kept going there. He hesitated, Jack had asked him not to tell anyone what he was working on. But Ava wasn’t anyone. She was his. And she had a right to know what he thought. “Before Jack left he asked me to investigate Jose Fernandez.”

“Fernandez?” she grimaced again. “Why?”

Jack was gone, he’d left Con in charge. He had two goals now. One to keep Stone Consulting and GHR exactly the way Jack left it. Two, protect Ava.

But that order was wrong. Ava came before the company.

“I don’t know. He just wanted everything and anything I could get on the guy.” Con wished he’d found something glaring in the check he’d already done but whatever Fernandez was hiding, it had to be buried deep. “It was a Stone Consulting job, not GHR.” Revealing that difference was not something that necessarily sat well with him but this was Ava. And he trusted her.

“While I don’t know everything that the company is involved in, I’m not an idiot.” Ava traced the woven circles of the placemat with her finger. “You think the Fernandez job has something to do with me?”

“Someone obviously wants something from you. If Fernandez knows you work for us, and if he thinks you know something about the disappearances of those girls, then maybe. Yes.”

“You think Fernandez was behind the kidnappings?” she said incredulously. “I mean, I don’t like the man but that’s a pretty big leap.”

“You are the only connection between the two events.”

Con watched her process his suspicions. Watched her brain make the same lightning conclusion that he had.

“If that’s true....” she trailed off. Her elegant fingers had covered her mouth in distress.

“We have an opportunity.” Connor didn’t candy-coat the truth or try to hide his suspicions. She was a big girl. She could handle whatever he threw at her, so he put his idea out there. “If Fernandez was behind your kidnapping, then we could flush him out.”

Right now they had nothing. Just three isolated events and one single, very thin denominator. The fact that one of her attackers, may or may not be Hispanic was hardly a strong enough connection to take to the police and definitely not the kind of intelligence that Jack was looking for. But....

“Bait,” she whispered.

“Yeah.” If they could draw Fernandez out, they might get evidence that would incriminate him.

“No.”

Con’s shoulders sank. He couldn’t say he was fond of the idea of putting her in potential harms’ way. On the other hand, they had nothing concrete. But he certainly didn’t blame her for refusing. “Okay.”

“I don’t want to dangle out there waiting for him to come to me or go after me.” Ava fisted her hands on her hips, her black eyes sparkled with anger. “I want to confront him. I want you to control the situation.”

“What?” Connor just barely stopped himself from reaching for her again.

“Forget waiting for him to come after me again.” Ava jabbed her finger at Con. “Let’s go after him.”

“Ava,” Con started. His heart expanded, swelling in his chest at her expression of trust. And that’s when he fell. His heart had teetered at her sweet confession when she’d been only half conscious. But her fierce need to expose the truth and her insistence to be proactive instead of passive caused him to tumble the rest of the way in love with her.

Ava placed her hand over Con’s clenched fist. “I mean it.” Her touch soothed him and excited him. People didn’t touch Con. He knew it was his own ‘back off’ vibe that gave off a serious, ‘do not touch’ message. But Ava bulldozed right over it and stoked the fire higher. She ignored the signals and went with her gut.

“If he had something to do with those girls’ abductions, my friends,” she said fiercely. “Then I have a responsibility to make sure everyone knows about it.”

Con could hardly argue with her. He understood about making up for the past. He understood about atoning for prior sins. “Ava, you know there was nothing you could have done.”

“I know that now.” Ava quietly confessed, “But it didn’t stop me from feeling guilty all those years ago.”

“You were a kid.”

“Old enough to be working in the fields. “She licked her lips, the downturn of her plump mouth distracted him for a second. The urge to crowd her up against the table and kiss her senseless was strong.

“Now if I have the chance to find out, to do something to expose his sins and I don’t take it, that would be my fault.”

Con acquiesced. There was only one response to her resolution. Con laced his fingers with hers, marveled at the sheer softness of her skin. Marveled at her fierce devotion to her friends, and her willingness to get to the truth.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.” She squeezed his fingers with hers.

“I will keep you safe.”

“I have no doubts.” She brushed her lips over their clenched fingers. 





Ten

Ava inhaled deeply, slowly through her nose, focused her thoughts and wished she’d paid more attention in the one yoga class she’d taken. She needed to find a calm center.

She wanted to do this. She did. But that didn’t mean that she wasn’t scared out of her mind. Worst case, Fernandez had nothing to do with her friends’ disappearance or her attempted kidnapping, and she would make a complete fool out of herself by making the accusation. Best case, Fernandez was in it up to his eyeballs and she was instrumental in helping to expose him. Maybe finally there would be some justice for Maria and those other girls.

Connor kept crowded to her right side. Ava swallowed when she noticed that attached to his belt was a holster that held a big, black gun. The presence of the weapon ramped up her anxiety rather than reassured her.

Connor noticed her gaze linger on his weapon. “Don’t worry. I’m a marksman.”

It took Ava a moment to compute his words. He thought she was worried about her safety. “I know you can defend us. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“That’s...nice.” One corner of Connor’s mouth curled up in a half-smile. With his left hand, he smoothed his thumb across her cheekbone. “I’ll protect you.”

“I never had any doubt.”

The surprise in his tawny eyes hit her like a punch to the heart. She knew that his family cared about him, it was evident in the way they interacted with each other. Easy banter and subtle digs, but always delivered with a smile, as if everything they did and said was an inside joke. But Ava had seen the shadows in Connor’s eyes. Recognized the way he held himself back from his brothers and with Jess. But he didn’t hold back with her.

So how could Connor think for a moment that Ava wouldn’t trust him to take care of her? Her heart stalled at the vulnerability she’d glimpsed and she vowed to make sure that Connor knew how much she trusted him. “I would never have suggested this if I didn’t have absolute faith in your ability to keep me safe,” she said the words like a vow.

It was time to confront Fernandez on his own turf. His own very public turf.

Jose Fernandez was considered a pillar of the community. Nothing would happen to her while she was in his office. And if Ava repeated that thought to herself silently over and over maybe she could make the belief true.

Jess had returned from England early. Much to Ava’s surprise, Connor had called her late last night and she’d caught the first plane home to help out. So she was backing up their little mission.

Jess was ensconced on the rooftop across the street from the office. Her rifle was assembled and ready but more importantly, her weapon of choice this afternoon was a high-powered camera she had focused on the interior of Fernandez’s storefront office.

Before she could chicken out, Ava brushed a kiss over his lips, initiating the sweet contact. “For luck.”

Connor curled his arm around her waist, and yanked her body flush with his. He slanted his head and covered her mouth in a possessive, demanding kiss. She melted against his hard body as she savored the public show and let hope blossom.

Maybe, just maybe, he was as swept away by the allure that flared, bright and hot, between them as she was.

“Okay you two, let’s get this show on the road.” Jess’s voice sounded in her ear, and Ava heard the underlying affection.

A thrill swept through her as she noted that he’d kissed her back, even knowing that his sister was tracking them through the lens of her camera.

“They’ll have to go through me to get to you,” he said fiercely. “That’s a promise.”

Before she could tell him she didn’t want anyone else’s hurt on her conscience, Con checked their surroundings. He opened the door to Fernandez’s office with his left hand, his right resting loosely on the hilt of his gun. They walked in together, Connor slightly in front of her, not completely blocking her but covering her body with his.

The office was small but tastefully decorated. Couldn’t be too fancy seeing as the constituents who got him into power were frequently new immigrants, factory workers, and field workers. He’d built his entire reputation and platform on helping underserved and marginalized citizens.

His receptionist was equally tasteful, dressed in a tailored cotton blouse and skirt. She wore a simple gold ring on her ring finger. “Can I help you?” the receptionist said congenially. A light coat of makeup evened out her features and gave her face a healthy glow.

“We’d like to see Representative Fernandez,” Connor replied equally as pleasantly.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“We don’t. But I believe he’ll want to see us,” Connor continued, still in that weirdly friendly voice. “We’d like to discuss a possible charity with him.”

The receptionist blinked her tastefully-shadowed eyes and said slowly, “Okay. Can I have your names?”

Connor gave their names and the receptionist had them wait while she got on the phone.

Within a few minutes, she hung up and smiled at them uncertainly. “If you can wait a few more minutes, Representative Fernandez always has time for his constituents.” But the furrow between her eyebrows was deep. She had no idea why Fernandez was willing to see them without an appointment.

“Great. Thanks,” Con replied.

He made sure Ava stayed on his left side and kept his weapon hand free. The odds of Fernandez attacking them here were slim but Con refused to let down his guard while he was responsible for Ava.

And he kept their positions such that Jess could get every moment of this confrontation on film. About twenty minutes later, Fernandez came out to the reception area.

He had that slick look that all politicians perfected. His Hispanic heritage was only slightly evident in the smooth black hair, gently graying at the sideburns, and dark unreadable eyes. But his suit screamed inside the Beltway and his face was buffed and polished. Clearly, he’d shaken off the roots that had gotten him where he was today.

Funny but the last time Con had seen Fernandez on television, at a new after-school rec center in the middle of a mostly immigrant community, he’d been wearing jeans and a plaid shirt. He guessed that didn’t play as well with the Washington crowd.

“Thanks for seeing us without an appointment.” Con kept his voice light.

“Always happy to chat with my constituents.” Fernandez smiled wide, his capped teeth, white and even. His handshake was firm, short and the perfect grip. Not too tight, not too limp, no clammy skin, and no nervous tremble. “What can I do for you folks?”

Con understood why Ava and Jack had a weird feeling about the guy. He looked right. He smiled right. He said the right things. He was too right. No rough edge, no glimmer of sincerity.

“My name is Ava Sanchez,” Ava inserted smoothly. “I work for GHR. Global Humanitarian Relief. A local private relief organization. We supplement the efforts of relief agencies in addition to spearheading our own relief and philanthropic efforts.”

Ava sounded perfect. Like she was in PR for the company and seeking support instead of searching for information into Fernandez’s shady activities.

“Nice,” Con murmured.

“It sounds like a wonderfully helpful company.” But there’d been a flicker of worry as his eyelids flinched subtly.

“We’ve chosen to put our efforts toward a new organization, S.S.A.F.E.,” Ava continued with her information spiel, trying subtly to take Fernandez off guard. “Have you heard of it?”

“I can’t say that I’m familiar with the organization.” The guy’s veneer didn’t slip at all. If anything his smile got more smarmy. “If you want my support, give the literature to my assistant, and I’ll have my staff do some research.”

But Ava ignored his brush off. “S.S.A.F.E. stands for Security, Shelter, and Freedom for the Exploited. The organization helps abducted and trafficked women reintegrate into society after they are rescued.”

“It sounds like a very worthy cause.” Fernandez crinkled his brow convincingly and he’d subtly relaxed.

“I would think you’d be interested in supporting the cause since the disappearance of the girls eight years ago very positively impacted your career,” Ava said sweetly. “There’s a good chance those girls were trafficked.”

There was no change in his outward demeanor, but Con swore Fernandez was suddenly paying a lot more attention. “It was a great tragedy.”

“You benefited greatly from the kidnapping of those girls.”

“Now, Miss Sanchez.” His smarmy smile dimmed. “I can’t believe you would even think such a thing.”

Ava refused to back down. This guy had made his career on the most devastating, life-changing tragedy of her life. “Maria Torres was my best friend.”

For a mere second, Fernandez’s smile slipped and Con swore he could see into the reptilian soul that lived beneath that slick exterior.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Fernandez intoned insincerely.

Chances are the girls were gone but suddenly a thought occurred to Con. “No bodies were ever found.”

Fernandez’s mouth turned down. “You’re right,” he murmured. “Still after all these years it would be a miracle if the girls were still alive.”

Something about that statement hit another chord in Con’s consciousness. No bodies were ever found. He thought about Jack’s cryptic message to someone, somewhere in Washington. What if the proof was a person? What if someone had discovered where those girls were?

His heart quickened. It would be a miracle.

“Let’s pray for a miracle then,” Con said softly.

And that’s when he saw the minute crack in Fernandez’s armor. He knew something or he had a guilty conscience.

Ava saw the crack as well. As if the knowledge unleashed her inner warrior she got right in Fernandez’s face, stepping into his personal space, shooting accusations at him. “Did you have something to do with their disappearances?”

Fernandez’s smile didn’t waver. A concerned frown barely rippled the smooth line of his forehead. “I’m sorry, mi joya, I thought you were here to discuss the new project for GHR. Not rehash old news.”

“I am not your jewel,” Ava snarled. “The girls that you built your career on...did you have something to do with their disappearance?”

“My dear, are you completely delusional?” Fernandez kept up the pleasant confusion. He’d clearly perfected the benign puzzled expression.

“You getting this?” Con asked softly, connecting with Jess who was across the street and three stories up. The tiny transmitter buttons they wore had hyper-sensitive mikes that were able to pick up quite a bit of background sound as well as the voices of anyone speaking within ten feet of the mike. They’d hopefully be able to hear what the receptionist was saying as she spoke into the phone handset at her mouth.

“Affirmative.” Jess’s soft laugh was music. “You’ve managed to give him a slight tick.”

Con assessed Fernandez and sure enough his left eye twitched slightly.

“Good going.” Jess laughed again.

Ava fumed beside him, as temper burned in her gorgeous black eyes. He didn’t think she should have brought up the attack so soon, but he also understood Ava’s need to confront Fernandez and maybe get answers. The disappearance of those girls had haunted her and shaped her choices from fifteen until now. Ava’s hands were clenched into fists at her side and she leaned in further. “I’m watching you.”

Fernandez’s smile slipped just enough that Con knew they were right. But he hadn’t said a word that confirmed their suspicions and they still had no proof that Fernandez was guilty. They barely even had speculation, the connections so thin a soft breeze would tear through them. “I would never hurt anyone. What could I possibly have had to do with the abduction of your friends? But even so, it is not smart to threaten an elected official.”

Con’s stress level went through the roof. This guy was threatening Ava.

Con bulked up his shoulders and stepped closer to Ava and by association Fernandez.

“But I am a man of the people, and I know I must always make time for everyone,” Fernandez said softly. “Even if they are not quite right.”

Con felt the presence of security guards at his back. Fernandez shook his head slightly, negatively, quietly directing the guards not to accost them which was smart. Evicting constituents tended to make you look guilty, even if you could prove you were innocently accused.

Con thought it might be good to get a look at the men behind them. Surely Fernandez wouldn’t use his own security team to try to kidnap Ava but he had to rule them out. Con turned around slowly and assessed the men. But their body types were all wrong and clearly not a match for the men who’d tried to take Ava.

“I think our work here is done,” Con said softly.

“But—”

“Later, sweetheart.” Con curled his left palm around Ava’s bicep and tugged her toward her door. Con tipped an imaginary hat at both Fernandez and the bodyguards who hovered menacingly close to where the three of them stood.

“Thanks for your time,” Con said to Fernandez. And then let him know that they had pictures of the meeting. “I’m sure we’ll be seeing you real soon. But just in case we’ll be sure to send you some commemorative photos of this meeting.”

He hoped that this meeting had effectively prohibited Fernandez from going after Ava again.

“Para curar no basta la intencio,” Fernandez said softly, his gaze firmly trained on Ava. He ignored Con, recognizing that Ava was the more volatile of the pair.

Ava whitened but whatever the words meant, she didn’t back down. She leaned forward pressing into Fernandez’s personal space again. “They will never be forgotten. Que nunca serán olvidados,” she said fiercely.

“I hope you get the help you need.” Fernandez reached out his hand. Con could see the slight tremble in his fingers as he patted Ava on the hand. Jose Fernandez issued the warning softly and it sounded like a threat. “You should be thankful that you weren’t taken.”

“Don’t touch her,” Con growled. Something about Fernandez’s demeanor set off every button he’d ever had. “Don’t come near her ever again.”

He’d put his hand on his weapon to punctuate his warning.

Fernandez reared back.

Con’s phone rang just as cops came screeching into the parking lot, sirens blaring. So that’s who the receptionist had been on the phone with.

Con’s phone continued to ring. He lifted his hand from his weapon and grabbed his phone. It was Jack. Con pressed the Talk button.

“Con?” Jack barked.

“Jack, it really isn’t a good time.”

The cops scrambled out of their car and raced to the doorway of the office. Con was fucked.

“Ava is in danger,” Jack spit out.

“Jess get down here now,” Con commanded, then addressed Jack. “I know. I was trying to fix it.”

“I’m worried she’s going to be abducted,” Jack continued.

Con’s chest swelled. “I stopped it.”

“Oh, thank God.” Jack’s voice was full of relief.

But as Jack expressed his relief, the full extent of Con’s actions just became clear. He’d saved Ava. But he may have just destroyed GHR’s name. The shit storm from a company employee threatening an elected official was about as far from keeping the company safe and taking care of business as possible. And Con knew he’d royally fucked up.

“But Jack,” Con continued as the cops burst through the front door. “I’m about to mess up GHR’s good name.”

“Ava’s safe?”

“You aren’t listening to me. I fucked up and GHR is going to be all over the news.”

“Ava’s okay? You’re okay?” Jack clarified.

“Yes.” Except for the fact that he was likely going to get arrested in a minute.

“Thank you, Con, I’m proud of you. You did a good job.”

Con heard a woman on the other end of the line. “Who are you talking to?”

“Shit,” Jack blurted out. “Got to run.”

The woman’s’ voice rose. “Get off that phone now. You’re going to ruin—”

The line went dead just as the cops drew their weapons. “Hands in the air.”

Con lifted his hands, laced his fingers and placed them behind his head. “Hello officers.” He smiled his best ‘I’m harmless’ smile. Unfortunately when he’d put his hands behind his head, his jacket had lifted up and his holster and weapon were clearly on display.

“On the ground now.”

“Jess. Take care of Ava,” Connor ground out as he sank to his knees and carefully lay face down on the ground.

“You can’t arrest him,” Ava protested.

Jess pushed open the door to the storefront, her camera slung around her neck and no weapons in sight. Jess curled her fingers around Ava’s bicep. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

“We can’t leave him!” Ava’s voice rose.

“Ava, hush.” Con turned his head so he could see Ava and Jess. “I’ll be fine. You guys head to the station in case I need to be bailed out.”

The cops had relieved him of his weapon. “I have a permit to carry concealed,” he said to the linoleum floor.

“We need to check it out,” one of the cops said as he cuffed Con’s wrists together behind his back.

“I don’t want to leave you.” Ava was tugging against Jess’s hold. She wasn’t crying. She was pissed. “Why are you arresting him?”

“Assault.”

“That’s bull. He didn’t assault anyone.”

“Who knew our sweet little receptionist had it in her?” Jess snickered and the sound reverberated into his earpiece.

“That’s my girl,” Con said softly.

Ava’s startled gaze shot to his, her dark black eyes rounded and wide-eyed with surprise.

“Really?” Jess said speculatively.

“Yep.”

“Really?” Ava had stopped struggling with Jess. 

“You’re mine,” Con said fiercely.

Fernandez looked confused. Ava looked shocked. And Jess continued to chuckle in Con’s ear.

“Take care of her,” Connor directed.

“I can take care of myself,” Ava countered.

As the cops lifted him to his feet, his hands were cuffed behind his back, his shoulders bunched awkwardly beneath his jacket.

“We’re going to take you to the station,” the second cop said.

“Now, let’s just everyone calm down,” Fernandez interjected.

It occured to Con that Fernandez wasn’t going to want a record of this altercation. Maybe he hadn’t completely messed this up. Con raised an eyebrow. “But don’t you want to press charges?”

The cops shot him a funny look.

“I think an apology would be just fine,” Fernandez spoke in his smoothly perfected politician’s voice.

“You sure you don’t want a record?” Con smiled.

“Most people would be happy to avoid booking and the court time pal,” the first cop said.

Con turned to the second cop. “Does this call stay on the books with the witnesses and participants,” he shot a glance at Ava. “Named and documented whether charges are pressed or not?”

“Yes. Since dispatch registered the call, paperwork will have to be filed,” the second cop said slowly.

“Let’s not be too hasty.” Fernandez smiled the smarmy smile. “I don’t want to get anyone in trouble.”

The receptionist blanched.

“You do what you have to do officers.” Con relaxed his shoulders, smirked and waited to be taken downtown or let go. Either way this whole altercation would be on record. So Ava would be doubly protected. No way Fernandez would try anything against her now.

“No charges?” the second cop asked Fernandez.

“No. I can understand the heat of the moment,” Fernandez deflected. “Everyone makes mistakes.”

“That would be most...understanding of you,” Jess said.

Ava didn’t say a word.

“And who would you be?” Fernandez had lost his politician’s demeanor and had started to crack around the edges.

Jess held out her hand. “Jessica Stone. I voted for you.”

Fernandez whitened visibly as his gaze shot to the camera dangling around Jess’s neck. Oh yeah, he knew where she’d been and he knew they had pictures.

“We still need to follow up here,” the first cop said and lead Con to the bank of chairs along the wall. “Even if no one wants to press charges.”

“Is that really necessary?” Fernandez’s smile was a little strained.

“Yes.” The police set each of them down in the reception area and interviewed them individually. Ava carefully explained why they had come to visit Representative Fernandez, avoiding the accusations that she’d spouted earlier, focusing on the information regarding S.S.A.F.E.

“It’s a charity that garners a lot of passion,” Fernandez said smoothly, his mask firmly back in place. “No one could blame her for getting heated about the subject.”

Ava smiled tensely but managed to keep her mouth shut. Thank God.

But when the cops asked what lead to the escalation, everyone glossed over the exchange that culminated in Con touching his weapon. When they were all done, the police released Connor from the cuffs and thanked him for his cooperation.

Connor gave Jess a hug. A long one.

“What was that for?” Jess lifted her brows at him.

“Thanks for having my back.”

“Any time.”

Con tried to tell her without words how sorry he was for all the times he blamed her for his issues. “Same goes. You know that right?”

“Umm.”

Deeds not words. Con hugged her again then stepped back. Jess smiled at him and then said, “Looks like we both had some growing up to do.”

“We need to talk,” Connor said to Jess. They needed to go over what to do next. And what to do about Riley’s lack of communication and Jack’s lack of information.

“Could one of you drop me at home?” Ava asked.

Con was speechless. She thought she was going home? Not a chance in hell. He realized that Ava hadn’t said much since his declaration that she was his. He was pretty sure he understood exactly what was happening here. He’d scared her.

His. She was his. And he was hers. He got that. Even if she wasn’t sure yet. He knew that she just needed time to get used to the idea. To allow herself to be happy. And Con was going to make sure she was happy. But he also needed to take control of what was happening with GHR and Stone Consulting. He’d promised Jack.

And that was when he realized exactly how he would get Ava to stay with him.

“I need you for the discussion with Jess. You’ve got company knowledge that we need.” Her loyalty to the company and Jack would exert subtle pressure to come back with him.

Jess gave him an odd look. He sent the silent message, trust me. And Jess pressed her mouth together and nodded.

Ava relented and they were on their way.





Eleven

Con and Jess sat in the more casual grouping of leather chairs in Jack’s office. They had returned to the office since it was almost time for Riley’s check in. Ava was setting up the computer system so they could enter official notes on the confrontation with Fernandez. 

Con figured there was no time like the present to clear the air.

“Thanks for having my back.” Con said softly, “And looking out for Ava.”

“No problem.” Jess smiled, her green eyes sparkling.

Con had figured out that if he wanted to move forward, he needed to get this out. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately—”

“You didn’t hurt yourself, did you?” Jess joked.

“Ha. Ha.” In the past her teasing would have raised his defenses. “Seriously, Jess, I’m sorry about your friend, Laura....” Con trailed off. He couldn’t for the life of him remember the girl’s last name. Wow. He’d gotten drunk and seduced his sister’s best friend and thrown the entire house into chaos and now he had no idea what her name was.

Jess stretched her legs out in front of her and slid down so that she slumped in the chair. “Con, seriously?”

“I fucked up.”

“She was only my friend because she wanted you,” Jess revealed with a roll of her eyes.

Well that was a new take on it.

“But I got her drunk—”

“She got herself drunk.” Jess shook her head. “Con, I realized long before that night that she had an agenda when it came to you. And that night, you came home drunk, but she’d already stolen a bottle of mom’s vodka and put it in a water bottle when I’d changed into my pajamas.”

“But you were pissed.”

“At her.”

“My behavior was completely out of line.”

“Con, we each had our own way of dealing with our family life when we were growing up.” Jess rubbed her hand over her breastbone and then looked him straight in the eye. “Yours was to act out as crazy as you could to grab attention. Mine was to be as good as possible so I got to stay.”

“So that’s why you were always Little Miss Perfect?”

Jess snorted. “I was far from perfect but if you want to think that go right ahead.” There was an easiness to her smile that had never been there before when they talked.

Con raised his brows. He’d never quite thought about each of them that way, but damn if she wasn’t right. “Huh. When did you get to be so smart?”

“I always was smart,” she countered. “You were just too busy being bad to see it.”

“Well, I’m glad you figured it all out.” Con bent forward, thinking about that whole incident in a different light. It had been a pivotal moment. He’d enlisted the next day, determined to get out of Monterey before he completely destroyed everything.

“We good?” she asked softly.

A happy warmth settled in his heart. “Yeah. We’re good.”

Con decided it was time to move on to the business. “Well, one problem is solved.”

“Hey. I resent being a problem.” Jess smiled. “Kidding. What?”

“Jack called.” Con frowned.

“Then why are you frowning?” Jess scooted until she was upright in the chair.

“There was definitely a woman in the background when he called,” Con said. “And she sounded pissed.”

Jess laughed. “And that’s a problem? That sounds more like SOP for women and Jack.”

“I can’t put my finger on what was different.” Con rubbed a hand over his smile. “It just was.”

“At least he checked in,” Jess replied.

“Yeah.” Connor let that worry float away. They still had another bigger issue.

Jess asked the question that was on both their minds. “What about Riley?”

“Still no word. But hopefully he’ll call in the next hour.” Con said, “But if not, we need to be ready to go.”

“Who made you in charge?” Jess tilted her head but her words weren’t confrontational, just questioning.

“Jack.”

“Okay then.”

And that’s when he really knew, everything was going to be okay. They discussed logistics and worries about Riley. There was no sense worrying too much until he missed another check in. But at least they had a game plan now.

“If we’re done, I need to go upload these pictures into our system.” Jess lifted the camera from around her neck.

“We really need to compare our notes regarding Fernandez,” Con said reluctantly. Con would rather not right now, but they had to make sure Fernandez was going down. “I need to make sure that the company is protected.”

Jack had absolved him from the negative press of the arrest, and Con had protected the woman he loved and gotten some answers. Fernandez was definitely dirty. They just had to keep digging.

“What about Ava?” Jess said reluctantly. “She’s more important than the company.”

“No question,” Con countered. “But it doesn’t have to be an either, or situation. We can protect both Ava and the family.”

“We can do it together,” Jess said softly.

And Con knew everything was going to be just fine with his sister.

“Let me go upload these pictures. I have a feeling you’ve got some more groveling to do.” She glanced back at the reception area where Ava had been silent.

Shit. She’d probably had time to start thinking too much.

“Uh, yeah.” Con thought about his declaration in Fernandez’s office. Ava hadn’t said much after that little caveman claim.

“Good luck. Don’t be above begging.” Jess bent over and pressed a kiss to his hair. She shot an amused glance at the desk and then sauntered away. “Just a reminder, this office worked great for me.”

Once Jess was gone, Con called Ava. “Ava.” He felt lighter, happier. Everything was going to work out.

Ava hovered in the doorway, her hands clasped in front of her. But she was back to not meeting his gaze. Dammit.

Looks like he wasn’t quite there yet. And Con knew if he didn’t distract her she was going to bolt. Too much had changed in the last twenty-four hours.

Ava kept her gaze firmly planted on the crashing waves out the window rather than look directly at Con. Suddenly beyond nervous.

“Remind me never to piss you off, honey,” Con teased.

At his teasing, Ava flushed about as deeply as she had when Jack had cautioned them not to have sex on his desk.

“So, para whatever. What does it mean?” Con stood and stretched.

Ava frowned and rubbed her hands along her arms. “It is not wise to open old wounds.”

“Oh yeah. You got to him.” A wide grin spread over his face and brightened his eyes. “You kicked butt.”

A sense of pride rushed through her. She had kicked butt.

He sauntered toward her. She continued to linger in the doorway as if somehow when she stepped over the threshold things would never be the same.

“Now that the police have the entire incident documented, you should be safe.” Connor paused in front of her and brushed his fingers over her hair. “Or as safe as you can be until Fernandez is in jail.”

“I hope we nail him,” Ava said fiercely. She might not have been convinced before they went to see him but his reaction to their confrontation earlier told her he was definitely hiding something.

“We will.” Con emphasized the we, reminding Ava of the other things revealed during that meeting.

Ava shied away from the memory of Con’s claim. She was sure that he hadn’t really meant it. He took things to heart deeply. And he had made it clear before they’d gone in that he would protect her. But that didn’t mean he really wanted her.

Ava needed to get away. Needed time to process the events of the last thirty-six hours. “So can you take me home now that you and Jess are done?” Her car was still at the Stone mansion.

“Not a chance.” Connor denied her. As if to keep her from bolting, he curled his fingers around her left hand and held tight. “Right now, Fernandez can’t move against you without bringing more scrutiny on himself. But he is still ridiculously clean on paper.”

“I should be safe,” Ava argued. If she didn’t go home where was she going to go?

Connor shook his head, his gaze shadowed. “As we believed, he is deep into whatever happened to your friends. The fact that he could stay so clean for fifteen years means he’s got the power and the ability to cover his tracks.”

“But—”

“I requested an APB on the Lincoln, that pale green color is unusual enough that we might get a hit, but it was likely stolen.” Connor held her palm in his and rubbed his thumb over her soft skin.

“Okay.”

“You have the softest skin.” Con stroked his callused fingers over her palm.

“Yeah, well when you work in the fields you get really tough skin,” Ava said absently. “I use about a gallon of moisturizer to keep my hands soft.”

She was stuck back on not being able to go home. To get some distance from this overwhelming pull that Connor Stone seemed to exert on her. She glanced around the office and couldn’t figure out for the life of her why he wanted her here. “What am I doing here?”

“Hey.” Connor lifted her chin with his fingers and stared into her eyes. His tawny starburst gaze was hypnotic. “I see you.”

“Of course you do, you’re right in front of me.”

Connor threaded his fingers through her hair. “I know why you want to leave.”

“Umm, yes. Because I want to go home.”

“No.” Connor held her head tightly. His grip firm but not painful. “Because you have a giant hole inside you, a lonely gaping place that has existed since your friends disappeared.”

She blinked. Swallowed.

“And now, this thing between us is filling that hole. Closing the gap and making you feel whole, making you feel, and you don’t know how to deal with it.”

Ava opened her mouth to argue, but could only shake her head.

“The guilt is disintegrating and the idea that you might be able to live your life, be happy is suddenly a possibility. And it’s scary. I get that. I understand how you feel because I had that same hole in me. But I realized that for the past year you’ve been slowly making me whole. With each smile and averted gaze you’ve been filling those gaps.”

“Connor.” But she had no idea what to say. He was right. That hole had been there so long she wasn’t even sure what to do. But now she was so full that she nearly choked on the emotions and feelings that wanted to burst from the overflowing pool.

She opened her mouth again but couldn’t get anything out.

Connor muttered. “Shit. Deeds not words.”

What? Before she could ask, he yanked her over the threshold and pulled her into his arms. Con lifted her up and twirled her around. She couldn’t believe he could lift her. “Connor! Put me down.”

He laughed and let her slide down his body, the hard muscles of his chest rubbed against her breasts as she slid down to the floor. He cupped her jaw in his large palm, his hand tender yet forceful. “I love you.”

That left her speechless. Before she could form a reply to any of what he’d said in the last two minutes, Connor slanted his mouth across hers and devoured her with his kiss.

Tingles shivered down her spine, and her body heated at the sensual command in his kiss. Like a white knight who plundered his spoils, he invaded her mouth, and explored her with his tongue. He nipped at her lips and scraped his teeth along her jaw. Then he pressed soft sucking kisses down her neck and along her delicate collarbone. As if she’d been tinder just waiting for his spark, her body ignited.

He kissed her as if he would never let her go. As if she filled him with the same contentment and desire that he gave to her.

He kissed her as if...he loved her. Connor Stone loved her.

She wanted to run. But then she thought about her vow to seize life. She could run home or she could stay. Seize life. Seize Connor.

And she knew this was good, right. Ava blinked and swept her lashes over her eyes to hide the swell of love that shuddered through her. Her heart thundered in her chest at the step she was about to take. Fear and anticipation warred for dominance. But this was life. It was big and scary and wonderful. “I love you too.”

Ava gripped his head and crashed his mouth to hers. Desperate for the hard press of his mouth against hers. Connor walked her further into the office until his butt hit the edge of Jack’s desk. He pulled her tight into the V of his thighs and she was pressed up against him. Her body snug between his legs, the proof of his desire throbbed against her belly, and her arms were wrapped tight around his shoulders. Ava moaned into his mouth.

“You want me to come back later?” Jess asked with laughter in her voice.

Ava tried to jump back, like a teenager caught by her parents, but Connor held her tight. Her chest heaved and she knew her face was bright, candy apple red. Madre de Dios.

“Jesus, Jessica.” Connor curled his arms around Ava’s body and tucked her head into his shoulder. She didn’t know if he were trying to protect her or himself since his erection prodded her belly insistently.

“I can go away for a few minutes.” Jess Stone smirked. “You two look awfully comfortable on that desk.”

Con lowered his head to Ava’s shoulder but he smiled against the soft skin of her neck. “Yeah.”

Ava curled her arms around Connor and held on. She and Con were practically sitting on Jack’s desk with Ava between Connor’s knees.

“I’m glad.” Jess snickered. “That desk is certainly getting a workout.”

“Yeah.” Con acknowledged. “Jack should have never given us ideas.”

“He’s going to have to have his desk bronzed.” Jess laughed again. 

Ava buried her face against Connor’s neck. “Oh my God.”

“Don’t worry, Ava.” Jess said, “I’m partial to that desk too.”





Heart of Stone

Two weeks earlier

 

Riley Stone didn’t have a type.

He loved all women equally. Short, Tall, Skinny, Round. Outgoing. Shy. Young. Old. Sweet. Sexy. Surly.

And they loved him right back.

When he was younger, he’d come to the very happy conclusion, that he could charm his way out of, or sometimes into, any touchy situation.

He’d developed the skill as a young kid. When he’d realized that he was never going to be a good reader, or a good student, he’d made the decision that he’d have to rely on his other attributes. He could charm his grades up from any teacher in whose class he might need a little help. Which came in handy when he knew he wasn’t going to pass a test.

He made it a point to always have something nice to say. As an adult, charming people was second nature. He didn’t even have to think about doing it.

When he grew up, he finally understood that his talent was in making people feel better about themselves and better in general. How he approached a situation might vary from person to person, and if using a little charm eased the way, he was gonna use it.

He was shallow enough to use his God given talent to charm women into bed, at least he had been. These days he was more focused on making a go of GHR and Stone Consulting with his brothers and sister than in scoring with a hot woman.

But he still couldn’t help himself when it came to charming people, especially women. 

“How’s it going, sweetheart?” He stopped to chat with Ava Sanchez, his brother Jack’s assistant, making her blush and stammer. She was a complete hottie and didn’t even seem to realize it. But Riley’s Rules Number Ten: Never do more than lightly flirt with co-workers.

He’d managed to maintain an amicable relationship with every woman he’d ever had a thing with. It was a particular point of pride with him. But odds were, at some time, things wouldn’t end well. And he’d never jeopardize a working relationship, or Global Humanitarian Relief and Stone Consulting, which meant sweet Ava was off limits.

He smiled gently at her. “He ready for me?”

“Yes. You can go on in,” she replied with a tilt of her head. “He’s got company.”

“Client?”

She nodded, lowered her lashes and smiled.

“Okay.” Riley paused to adjust the cuffs of his Egyptian cotton dress shirt and smooth his hand down his bright geometric Jhane Barnes tie. He made it a point to be well-dressed in the office in case there were meetings with clients. It was rare but it did happen. From his vantage point in the doorway, he could see there was a woman in Jack’s office. He didn’t recognize her from the back. She seemed delicate, the curve of her head covered with a riot of short blond curls and her body language screamed supreme annoyance.

Riley curved his lips into a casual smile and sauntered into Jack’s office. His big gruff brother seemed to be conversing carefully with the woman across from him.

Jack looked up and the hard set of his shoulders relaxed. “Ry, you’re here.” A desperate smile lit his face as he stood and grabbed Riley’s hand like a lifeline. “I’d like you to meet, Diana Lundberg from Tools for Schools.”

The woman stood abruptly and shoved out her hand in a very masculine move to greet him.

She was tall, more sleek lines and hard angles, than soft curves but when her firm, capable fingers curled around his much larger palm, Riley took a serious punch to the gut. Lust hit, hard and unexpected, as he grasped her far more delicate fingers and gazed into her wary, pale blue eyes.

“Pleasure,” he finally murmured dazedly.

She tugged her hand from his and turned to Jack. “He’s going to take TFS into the jungle?” Her curved brow was derisive and her tone bordered on insolent.

Jack leapt to Riley’s defense. “He’s extremely well-trained and has knowledge of the area.”

“I’m a lot more adaptable than I look.” Riley smiled seductively, unable to stop the flow of innuendo. He wanted her. Bad. He carefully put his hands in his pockets to stop the instinctive need to reach out and grab her hand again. He hated to do it as it ruined the line of his fine wool gabardine trousers but desperate times and desperate measures. It wouldn’t do to accost the client.

She snorted. “I’m sure.”

Her abrasive attitude was starting to drill into the haze of attraction he was lost in. “Where am I headed?”

“Philippines,” Jack clipped out. “Jolo Island, specifically.”

Great. He’d had plenty of experience in country. Not his favorite as the political climate sucked almost as bad as the weather this time of year. Monsoon season was just about over, but the weather didn’t always conform to the timetables put out by man. Not to mention the bugs. He shuddered. But he would deal. “Cargo?”

“School supplies,” Jack replied.

“Piece of cake.” Riley grinned, exposed his white teeth and tried to put her at ease. But he got lost in the magnetism she exuded like a force field even as he noted peripherally the angry vibe that radiated from her.

But angry babe wasn’t put at ease. If anything, she stiffened even further while her pale eyes shot sparks at him. “I am going to the Philippines. I am not so sure about you.”

But Riley had stopped listening at I.

“Wait, what?” His eyebrows rose and he snapped his head toward Jack. He straightened from his nonchalant slouch and snatched his hands from his pockets. “You can’t possibly expect me to take her,” he gestured, careful to keep his voice low-key and well-modulated. “To Jolo Island.”

A rosy flush of annoyance spread across her high delicate cheekbones as she pursed her pale pink lips and her body vibrated with a fine tension.

“Exactly,” Di said. She dismissed Riley with a disdainful sweep of her lashes and trained her gaze on Jack. “Who else do you have?”

While he was insulted by the rejection , he was more concerned about her intention to travel to the Philippines, Jolo Island specifically. “You don’t want to go there.” Riley was shaking his head and trying to figure her out her. “You can’t.”

“I absolutely can. And I absolutely will.”

“Look, sweetheart—”

“My name is Diana,” she gritted out between clenched teeth. “Please use it.”

“Okay, Di,” Riley tried his super-patented, guaranteed to make the toughest critic crack, smile. “You are talking about an area overrun with pirates and terrorists, the MNLF has been entrenched there for years, and general citizens are trying to stay out of everyone’s way and just survive. It’s no place for a woman of your—”

“Are you kidding me?” she snarled. “It’s my company. Of course I’m going.”

Riley blinked. Why wasn’t she listening to him? “It’s not safe.”

“I know. That’s why we’re delivering the supplies personally,” Di ground out.

“It’s not safe for you,” Riley argued.

She patiently crossed her arms over her chest and drew Riley’s gaze to the small, perfectly plump handfuls, covered and lovingly cupped by the ice blue crew neck Henley. “That’s why I hired GHR.”

“Schools get destroyed with disconcerting frequency there.” Riley communicated the information with a pang. Kids needed all the help they could get.

“Again, that’s why I hired Jack.”

But she hadn’t hired Jack, she’d hired GHR. And Riley was truly the best choice for this particular job. He thought about the kids and school supplies and the books they needed. For more reasons than one, he would make sure that they got their supplies. Alone.

“Tools for Schools hired GHR,” Jack interjected firmly. He glanced between the two combatants, and a smug smile quirked his mouth. “And Riley is the most qualified employee for this drop.”

Diana stalked toward the door. “We’ll discuss this again. I’ll send the manifests and weight load next week.” She looked like she wanted to slam the door shut but instead she stiffened her shoulders, and swept from the office like a Southern belle in full, hoop-skirted regalia.

Riley just stared after her, admiring the subtle sway of her ass in her tight jeans as she walked out the door.

“What just happened ?” Riley asked bewilderedly. He couldn’t wrap his mind around her animosity, especially in the face of his overwhelming lust.

“You just got shut down.” Jack shouted with laughter. He bent over, shoulders shaking, hand to his stomach, as if he couldn’t contain himself any more. “You finally found a woman immune to your charm.”





~Two~

Present day

 

Di paced back and forth at the gate. She’d gotten through security in record time for which she was grateful. In the past two weeks, she had tried to convince Jack Stone, repeatedly, to send someone else, someone who didn’t care that she was going along on this trip, someone who wasn’t Riley Stone. Anyone who wasn’t Riley Stone, in fact.

Even Jack had attempted to dissuade her from traveling with GHR to deliver the school supplies. And Riley Stone had continued to batter her, via the phone, about not going to Jolo, and staying home to let him make the delivery.

They’d had multiple...discussions with each growing more contentious. Fortunately since she ran Tools for Schools, she wasn’t backing down. What he didn’t understand was that she had to go with him. Her contacts would only deal with her. The residents of Jolo were distrustful of strangers. They wouldn’t accept his presence, or anyone else’s for that matter, without her.

If GHR hadn’t come so highly recommended by her friends Lailani and Magtanggol, and if she’d been able to find another company on short notice, she’d have dumped them. But she was stuck if she wanted to get the books and paper and instructional supplies delivered on time. The kids were counting on her and TFS to get them the tools they needed to succeed. The only way to break the cycle of poverty that permeated the culture was to educate the kids, especially the girls. And Di refused to let her friends down.

Not to mention the fact that GHR was footing the bill for the transport and delivery of all the supplies. The Global Humanitarian Relief was funded by donations and a good portion of the Stone fortune. With the money that she was saving on shipping she could afford to supply additional schools. It had been hard enough to choose which schools would benefit now and which ones would have to wait until her next trip.

But Riley Freaking Stone didn’t seem to want to listen to her. Jeez, the man pushed all her buttons.

She knew his type. All glitz, no substance. He wouldn’t even look twice at someone like her. She didn’t wear short skirts, stilettos, or a double D bra. She wore jeans, motorcycle boots, and her breasts barely made bumps in her simple cotton shirts.

She didn’t drink fancy martinis. She was strictly a beer girl. She didn’t slather on makeup. She slapped on moisturizer and maybe a little lip gloss because otherwise her lips chapped. And—

What the hell was she thinking? Di reined in her temper which had started to boil and her imagination which had supplied a very detailed, specific picture of Riley Stone out for drinks with a beauty queen chick wrapped around his gorgeous frame.

She didn’t need Riley Stone to go out with her. She just needed him to help her deliver the school supplies that she’d sweated blood and tears to collect, to help the school children in the most ravaged areas, torn apart by political instability, greed, and the random destruction caused by the fighting between the Moro National Liberation Front, various other rebels, and the government.

That’s what Riley and Jack didn’t understand. She really wasn’t trying to be difficult. She had to go. The contacts for Tools for Schools were hers. And they were slow to trust. Slow to believe in good, their lives a constant barrage of bad. Now was the right time. The country’s government and MNLF and other rebels had a cemented a peace accord in July, and the political climate was perfect for a humanitarian mission. She wasn’t stupid. She did understand there were dangers.

But what they didn’t understand was her compulsion to help those who had helped raise her. She had an obligation to give back to the community that supported her and nurtured her when she was growing up.

Everyone hoped that the accord would hold and the government and rebels could work out their differences. But that hope was tempered by the reality that the two factions had been fighting for years. There was tentative promise that the region was finally on the road to peace. But that road was littered with past optimism and past disappointment.

She prayed Riley wouldn’t leave her in Jolo when he discovered that she’d left the most important, and most difficult to access, school off the official itinerary. Her childhood friend, Lailani, ran the school and her daughter Divina was the most needy recipient of Di’s donations. It was located in a remote area with a fairly treacherous trek to get there. And housed the largest concentration of MNLF rebels on island so the place was still considered fairly hostile at least by the U.S. government.

Di headed for the coffee kiosk in the International terminal at San Francisco International Airport. The Monterey Regional Airport didn’t have international flight capabilities or runway length for the large cargo plane, so they’d had to travel to San Francisco. The good news was they could fly straight from San Francisco to Jolo Island in the Sulu Archipelago.

She’d barely slept last night, worrying about all the obstacles that they’d face. And worrying about Riley Stone and her unwilling and annoying attraction to him. She knew he was a player and had no loyalty to any woman. Guys like him were bad news.

Unfortunately, her body wasn’t getting the message. Her brain knew but her hormones didn’t care. Because she was unduly attracted to him. And why the hell was she dwelling on Riley Stone?

Dammit. She needed caffeine. Bad.

Guys like him thrived on the conquest, whether he had any interest in the spoils or not. She refused to let him see that she was not immune to his personal brand of sexy. Even though, damn, he was unbelievably hot.

But he knew it. And that was the biggest turn off of all. She refused to reveal that she held anything but disdain for him and his slick moves. She hated to admit that his confidence was just as attractive as his body. But the last thing she needed was sex with an over-confident stud like Riley Stone.

That was that.

Riley strode through the crowded cargo terminal, his duffel slung across one shoulder. The security checkpoint had been a bitch. Even with his “permission to carry” on board the plane and bring into a foreign country, he’d been drilled about his weapons and intentions. What he planned to do while he was there, how long he’d be there, and where exactly he’d be going.

If he’d gotten more than a few hours sleep it would have helped but every time he closed his eyes he saw Di’s pale blue eyes flashing, her x-rated mouth pursed, her pert breasts bouncing, and the lean line of her torso as she stormed out of Jack’s office a few weeks ago, which was the last time he’d seen her in person.

They’d had plenty of conversations over the phone.

She couldn’t stand him. Which honestly confused Riley. Everyone liked him.

He’d never met a person he couldn’t charm, but Diana Lundberg seemed to be the exception.

And if Di knew, that in addition to his job to deliver school supplies, he had a mission to gather as much intelligence on the political climate in the midst of the peace accord, to document the location of any MNLF camps he ran into, the true attitude of the government toward the peace accord, even the true position of the MNLF, she would gut him with his own K-Bar.

Publicly the government was very pleased with the cessation of violence treaty and open to finding a peaceful solution to years of strife, violence and confrontation. But there was a general feeling in the U.S. that perhaps privately the Philippine government was less receptive to the terrorist peace accord than they had publicly declared. In the past, the Philippine government felt that if they gave in and negotiated with the MNLF it would weaken their effectiveness overall. However, the hope was that the political climate really was shifting toward peace.

Unfortunately, intelligence reports suggested the latest thwarted bomb plot in Manila had originated in the Sulu Province. And again, that could be from a very small, disgruntled faction of the rebels, but the details regarding who instigated the plot were still sketchy.

All they really had right now was rumors. And no one wanted to make accusations or retaliate until the truth had been confirmed. The entire region was in a position of delicate instability. Exactly the wrong time to be taking a civilian to Jolo Island.

Riley strode toward the coffee kiosk and admired the very fine butt waiting in line for a moment before he realized he was ogling Diana. Shit.

He rubbed a hand through his hair. That was the last thing he needed. But perversely, the fact that she didn’t seem to like him made him want to try harder. He sidled up behind her just in time to hear her moan after she took a sip of her steaming coffee.

The sound went straight to his dick. He shifted his bag in front of his groin and hoped no one noticed his raging hard-on. It was going to be a long fucking trip if her unguarded response to coffee instantly made him hard.

“Good morning,” he rumbled in her ear and smiled as the puff of breath caused goosebumps to rise on her neck and her nipples to pucker beneath another form-fitting cotton, long sleeve shirt. In theory the shirt wasn’t remotely sexy, but the way the thin waffle weave clung to her high, perfect breasts and shaped to her flat, taut stomach revealed far more than it concealed. And her well-worn khaki cargo pants hung low on her sharp hip bones and cupped her absolutely spectacular ass. Riley’s palms itched with the desire to run his hands over her curves.

Diana yelped and bobbled her coffee.

Riley cupped his hand underneath hers like he was bracing his weapon, so she didn’t spill the hot liquid. “Easy,” he murmured. “You don’t want to get burned.”

Her pale pink, unpainted lips tightened and Riley tried, really hard, not to notice the flawless bow and think X-rated thoughts.

He couldn’t help but want to rile her until she unclenched her teeth and let him have it. Even her arguing made him hard. Riley let his fingers skim the inside of her forearm as he removed his hand from hers, the touch in no way inappropriate but still sensual as hell.

Her only response was a tight, “Thank you.”

“Have a seat and I’ll see if Shane and Ethan are almost ready to go.” Riley glanced at his Luminox Point Man watch, checking the time, and ignoring the inbuilt compass. “The pallets were loaded last night, so once we file our flight plan and gas up, we should be good to go.”

“Can’t wait,” Di said coolly, clearly meaning the exact opposite. She skedaddled to the row of plastic chairs as if she couldn’t stand to be near him, and sat primly in the hard seat. Then she pulled out her smart phone and proceeded to ignore him.

Riley took one more second to admire her outdoorsy look, woven hemp bracelets loose on her wrists, cargo pants low on her hips, and the tight Henley. With rectangular navy glasses that accented her gorgeous eyes, she looked like the epitome of every smart chick in high school who looked down her nose at him—at least it felt that way—when he’d barely scraped by with a C and she’d set the curve.

But he’d always managed to sweet talk the smart girls out of their glasses and their panties with ease, playing into every single bad boy fantasy they dreamed up after they finished studying. So who was really the smart one?

Riley suppressed a grin and tried really hard not to get turned on by her snarky attitude but he didn’t succeed. Every time she pursed those lips, he wanted to lick into her mouth and spend the twelve or so hours of the long flight exploring her body. His cock rose as he thought about all the time they had before they arrived on Jolo Island and started the next, more grueling leg of their trip.

Now who was the one with the fantasy?

Which was exactly that. A fantasy. Once he started laying down the ground rules, she’d have even less interest in getting busy with him than she did now. Riley confirmed with Shane that they were only about half an hour from takeoff. Then he sauntered to the bank of seats and eased down next to her. Riley gave her his best smile. The one that got him the biggest piece of pie in the restaurant or the key to an upgraded suite in his hotel.

“We can board in a few minutes,” he told her.

She rolled her eyes then redirected her gaze back down at the screen on her phone, dismissing him as if he were a particularly pesky fly. “Fine.”

Damn, that smile usually worked.

“Is there a reason that you don’t like me?” He had tried to figure out why and failed to come up with any other reason than she was pissed because he hadn’t wanted her to go on this trip. He still thought it was a bad idea, but he and Jack had come up with measures to keep her safe.

“I don’t dislike you,” she disagreed.

“That’s not what I asked.” Riley tried to temper his reply but he really didn’t get it. As far as he knew, he hadn’t done anything to her personally, besides try to keep her safe.

He couldn’t even process why his blood pressure seemed to elevate around her. He was known for his calm under pressure and his easygoing attitude, but Di Lundberg got on nerves he didn’t even know he had. He shrugged off his ire. But with her acerbic attitude and unprovoked animosity, it was going to be a really long trip.

“Have you had your inoculations?” Ha, he might have found a way past having to take her with him. The thought had him relaxing slightly.

“Nice try, hotshot.” She smirked. And even that little curl of her sexy mouth turned him on. “Yes, I’m up to date on all my shots.”

Birth control immediately popped into his head. He cocked a saucy eyebrow at her. “All of them?”

Di rolled her eyes again. “Really?”

“It’s going to be a long trip,” he said with another suggestive smile.

No bites at all. Riley knew he was trying too hard but he was so thrown off by the fact that she wasn’t falling for his charm that he couldn’t help it. He was overthinking this. And why did he care? Women usually fell at his feet. So what was it about her dismissive attitude that made him want to press up into her personal space and make her admit that she was attracted to him?

He knew when a woman wasn’t interested. But she was usually still receptive to his particular brand of charm. Not Di. She resisted everything he threw at her. However, her body didn’t lie.

Physically, she responded every time he was near enough to kiss her. Her pupils dilated, her nipples peaked, and her cheeks flushed. She tried to disguise her reaction with temper but he recognized the signs.

And he couldn’t help but try and provoke her.

Huh. The response was so odd and out of character he hesitated for a moment. What the hell? But if she wasn’t interested in him, he might as well make it official. She was going to flip a lid once he was done giving her his conditions for traveling on Jolo Island. “While we’re waiting, we need to go over the rules once we hit the Jolo Airport.”

“What rules?” she asked suspiciously.

And he got down to business. “Once we are in country, I am the law. If I tell you to duck, you duck. If I tell you to stay in the room, you stay. Whether you like me or not, I know what precautions need to be taken to keep you safe so we can deliver these supplies without any incidents. I can’t be hampered by worrying if you’re going to ignore my directions.”

With every word he uttered, her body had gotten stiffer and stiffer. He had known she wouldn’t like what he had to say. But since she insisted on coming with him, she was going to follow his rules. Or she was going to find herself hog-tied and on a plane back to the U.S. without stepping foot out of the Jolo Airport.

“Are you freaking serious?” She carefully set her coffee on the little Formica table between the two banks of chairs and stood. She jammed her fists on her hips and then cocked her head as if she were going to go off on him.

Riley crowded closer to her, using his larger body and slightly taller height to try to physically intimidate. At six one he was the shortest of his brothers and yet still damn tall. But when she stood, they were almost nose to nose. It was disconcerting as he tended to date women much shorter than him and far more petite. And why his mind went straight to women he dated, he didn’t know. But she was so close he could feel the heat emanating off her, and practically see the steam coming out her ears.

And the urge to grab her and plant a hot, carnal kiss on those lips was nearly overwhelming. She’d be a damn handful in bed, and her lean, muscled body would fit his like they were two pieces of a puzzle.

“You insisted on coming along,” he rebutted before she even got started.

“I need to come, they’re my contacts, they won’t deal with just anyone.”

“Your contacts. My rules.” Riley’s tone brooked no refusal. “No compromises, and no arguments.”

She opened her mouth to object. He tried to ignore the lush, rounded bow of her lips. For such a rigid, high strung, intensely focused woman, she had the most delicately feminine X-rated mouth he’d ever seen.

Riley held his palm up, right in her face, in the classic, ‘talk to the hand’ gesture. “Not. Negotiable.”

For a moment, he wished she’d stick out her tongue and lick right along the center of his palm.

Instead she nodded curtly, and dropped back down into the hard plastic chair without a word.

That went well.





~Three~

Di had thought she’d have to fend off Riley Stone the entire twelve hour flight to Jolo, but to her relief, and maybe tiniest disappointment, he sat up in the cockpit with the pilot, Shane, and co-pilot, Ethan. Fortunately she’d brought her Kindle along and after she reviewed their projected delivery routes and the timeline to get all the school supplies where they needed to be and calculated the time they would need to get to the most remote village for her secret and most important delivery, she decided to read a romance.

Di refused to defend her reading choices to anyone. Books had saved her. Growing up she’d been the odd girl out in so many ways, but through books she learned to embrace her own individuality and learned about worlds outside her own.

And she loved romances, even if she wasn’t even close to the romance novel heroines with their perfect bodies, full breasts, and classic beauty. She loved to read about the developing relationship between two people. And maybe she hadn’t found her hero yet, but she had faith she would.

She didn’t need the perfect man, the gorgeous, wealthy, experienced guy. She wanted the right guy. She wanted a man who had similar interests, who felt passionately about making a difference, who would love her for who she was, and nothing else. She wanted to connect with a man on a level so profound that it was intangible and untouchable.

Of course she’d had relationships. Starter relationships to figure out what she liked in a man and what she didn’t. She really thought she’d fall for an intellectual type like Geoffrey, her first long-term boyfriend, grad student and environmental activist. But after awhile he’d bored her to tears.

She’d tried accountants, tech guys, even a scientist. She’d even been engaged once. Each relationship had definitely taught her what she didn’t want.

And maybe, just maybe, she’d had the hope when she’d met Jack Stone that he would be accompanying her to the island of Jolo at the bottom of the archipelago. He was everything she finally realized that she appreciated in a man: large, alpha, gruff, a little awkward, and the tiniest bit sweet.

You couldn’t always see the sweetness but it was there.

Instead she was stuck with Mr. Suave and Superficial. The kind of guy who thought he could charm his way into and out of situations. She knew the type. She’d almost married one. Until she figured out that hot glances and meaningless words didn’t mean true love. It meant she had some use to him.

Riley Stone would just as likely use her as discard her, and she could never be sure if there wasn’t some ulterior motive in his actions. What you saw, definitely wasn’t necessarily what you’d get. Give her a straightforward, honest, emotional cripple vs. a guy who could manipulate any situation to get what he wanted.

Unfortunately, as she read the very steamy sex scene in her current novel, her brain kept substituting Jack’s younger, more annoying brother in place of the hero, until finally Di put her Kindle away and tried to sleep. She wasn’t interested in Riley Stone. She wasn’t. He was a smooth, smarmy playboy who likely had more than one woman in every port.

So why every time she closed her eyes did she see Riley, his sleek body in a tux, top buttons undone, showing just a peep of muscles through the V in his shirt, and an impressive bulge in the front of his exquisitely tailored pants?

Ugh. She squirmed in the surprisingly luxurious passenger seats at the front of the Lockheed C-130 Hercules cargo plane and attempted to clear her mind and get some rest.

Di finally fell asleep. And dreamed. Riley, smiling and sensual, starred in her fantasies as he kissed a path along the side of her neck, his hot wet mouth finding her erogenous zones, the tender curve of her neck where it met her shoulder, the hollow of her throat, and the sensitive dip on the inside of her elbow. She could feel him smiling as he kissed his way over her skin.

He blew a breath in her ear, and her nipples pebbled. Her breasts grew heavy as he trailed his large hands over her body teasing her with firm strokes and sensual squeezes but never touching her where her body craved his touch. Finally, he palmed her breasts and lavished his attention on the sensitive mounds.

Their clothes melted away and they were skin to skin. She reveled in the hot press of his naked body as he wrapped his muscled arms around her and anchored her to him. One hand was on her butt, the other twisted in her hair, her breasts flattened against his pecs, and his thick hairy thigh pressed between hers, rubbing against her sex and rocking her to orgasm.

The throaty moan was what woke her and Di fidgeted in her seat as she realized her subconscious brain had substituted Riley for the hero in her dreams. Di squared her shoulders and shook her head to dispel the lingering images of Riley Stone and her twined together as he blew her mind and sent her soaring into the sexual stratosphere.

And as she felt the vibration of the plane she realized that their descent and the lowering of the wheels was what had truly awakened her.

Thank goodness, no one else had been in the passenger area to hear her.

They landed at the Jolo Airport in a torrential downpour. Di peered out the window but it was impossible to see anything but sheets of rain. She wasn’t even sure how Shane had done it. Although tag-ulan usually lasted thru November, the heavy rain of the rainy season was supposed to be over. That’s why she’d waited until late November to visit and bring the supplies.

Just one more detail about this trip that was not going in any way according to plan. 

“Hello, sunshine.” Riley stretched his arms over his head and arched his back, the black t-shirt pulled from the waist of his cargo pants and shot tantalizing glimpses of a hard, eight pack. She wouldn’t have guessed his muscles were that defined. His shirts were just the slightest bit loose and his pants a little baggy and failed to emphasize his clearly muscular physique beneath those concealing clothes.

“Did you have a good nap?” He smiled lazily and Di couldn’t help the embarrassed flush that crept up her face. Hopefully he’d mistake the color for the close air of the stuffy plane.

Riley didn’t say a word but his gaze sharpened as he observed his surly passenger.

If he wasn’t mistaken, and he wasn’t because damn, he knew women—she was aroused. The pink on her sharp cheekbones deepened.

“Sweet dreams?” he asked languidly, and wondered what in the hell she’d been dreaming about.

Di unbuckled from the beat up leather seat and stood abruptly. “I’d like to use the restroom before we deplane.” The Jolo Airport bathrooms tended to be small and weren’t always the cleanest.

“Good idea.” Riley nodded. “I need to coordinate with Shane to get the pallets offloaded to the storage facility. Can you help us out when you’re done?”

Part of reason she needed GHR was because she didn’t have a huge shipment. Jolo was a smaller island and didn’t need the amount of supplies needed to ship on a shipping container. And sending the pallets commercial cargo was too expensive.

At this point, Riley seemed almost businesslike as he spoke to Shane, his fists propped on his narrow hips as they discussed the best way to offload the supplies from the plane to the truck and the storage area. They were going to have to use the airport storage facilities to hold the extra pallets and make several trips in country using Jolo city as their home base.

Di came back out of the lavatory and headed toward the two men. Shane glanced her way with an easygoing smile that revealed crooked white teeth in a round, black face. Instinctively Di smiled back. His biceps strained the short-sleeved flight suite he wore and emphasized the corded muscles in his arms. Was every man at GHR hot?

Di fought the urge to fan herself.

Riley shoved the clipboard with their delivery itinerary and daily schedule in her hands. “We’re going to inspect the pallets and mark them. Can you read the schedule as I go?” For once he wasn’t smiling, he was frowning.

“How about you read it and I’ll help Shane mark them?” She raised an eyebrow, her bitch quotient rising, as once again Mr. Perfect rubbed her the wrong way. Di smiled at Shane.

“Shane needs to get some shuteye so he can load up and return home in the morning.” His abrasive attitude took her by surprise. Mr. Suave was showing some cracks in his happy go lucky demeanor.

Di shrugged. “Fine.”

“Thank you,” Riley replied shortly. Then he visibly reined in his temper, and reverted back to his more laid back persona.

Di read off the list of schools and towns they were going to visit. She had numbered the pallets before they left so that it should be easy to identify which supplies went to which villages and schools.

She faltered briefly, so briefly, hopefully neither Riley or Shane noticed when she rattled off the last school.

“We have an extra set of supplies.” Riley frowned as he stared at the last pallet. The special delivery. The reason she had to make this trip. Now.

Di’s heart beat harder against her breastbone. “No. We’re good.” The slight tremble in her body didn’t reflect in her voice at all, as she visualized a calm placid lake. She’d perfected her lying voice years ago when she and Lailani would lie to Sister Maricel, insisting that their mothers wanted them to help with the laundry, and instead they would sneak out to the river to play hooky.

Sister Maricel had always gazed at them suspiciously but she’d never caught them in the lies and since they had actually helped with the wash, their mothers had never ratted them out.

But Riley snapped his head around and pinned his laser gaze on her. He prowled over to her, moving so much like a predator that mesmerized its prey that she was caught in his knowing, accusatory gaze.

Di’s mouth dried as she stared into his jade and amber eyes, sinful, rich and critical. “What are the extra supplies for, Diana?” he asked silkily, his tone suffused with a pleasantry that was noticeably absent from his body language.

Every muscle stood out in harsh relief, the illumination from the overhead lights, shone down on his body, his chest seemed bigger, harder, his pectorals strained against the black t-shirt, his biceps stretched the hem of the short sleeves, even his neck seemed thicker, as if every muscle were tensed, ready for aggression.

His face, highlighted by the harsh lights, was set in brutal lines. The charming, smiling playboy had disappeared. In his place was a warrior. And he was not happy with her right now. “What aren’t you telling me?”

She held her breath, held her ground, and stared straight into his judgmental cold gaze. Her heart triple-timed in her chest at sense of menace he exuded. “Nothing.” But the word escaped in a puff of breath, more sexpot than firm denial.

Di swallowed.

“Either you tell me, or you go back to the States with Shane and Ethan.” The sensual lips that had enticed and cajoled and smiled a few weeks ago were tightened by an anger so fierce it nearly pulsed in the still, tense air of the cargo hold.

Di refused to cower in the face of his ire. If she refused to be charmed by his lazy sensuality and blatant male interest, then she certainly wasn’t going to be swayed by his fury. “You can’t refuse to take me.” She’d made sure that was in the contract.

“I can if the client, that would be you,” he snarled, “lies to the GHR employee, that would be me, and knowingly puts the client or the company in danger.”

“We’re not in danger,” she scoffed. Although that was likely true, no one could guarantee that island of Jolo was completely safe. Nowhere on earth was totally safe.

“Really?” Riley stalked closer until Di’s back was slammed up against the shrink-wrapped pallet so tightly the hard corners of the ten-year-old encyclopedias dug into her lower back.

She straightened her spine but if she moved even an inch, or breathed too deeply, she’d be pressed up against his hard, intense muscles. He was so close the heat from his body wrapped around her senses. He was up in her grill physically, very intimidating, and not the least bit charming. His surface persona was eradicated by rage. Even with all that anger simmering in him she should be recoiling or at least a little nervous, instead her body to responded to his nearness as if he were trying to seduce her. Her core softened, her nipples hardened into painfully tight buds, and tingles cascaded through her like she was a lightning rod and he was a bolt of electricity.

Clearly he wasn’t feeling any of that as he narrowed his striking eyes—a warm amber surrounded his pupils and the color bled to a deep fractured jade—and loomed over her menacingly. “You have an in with the Moro National Liberation Front that you’d like to share with us?”

Di blinked. Her mind stuttered at his nearness. Usually she was taller than the men around her, not close to the same height which she was with Riley. But somehow his anger had morphed him into a larger, more physically intimidating man.

She needed to push away the unwanted attraction and focus on Riley Stone and placating him so that she was still a part of the delivery of the supplies. She had to get the school supplies to Lailani’s sitio. And she couldn’t do that if Riley blocked her from accompanying him on the delivery route. Dammit.

She did have somewhat of an in with the MNLF, at least with Magtanggol, the husband of her friend, but she certainly wasn’t about to share with ‘angry Riley’. Magtanggol wouldn’t hurt her. He supported Lailani’s efforts to improve the school in their village.

“Of course not.” She put on her best sweet, ‘donate to my cause’ smile, swallowed her natural impulse to argue, and shifted her gaze so that she wasn’t staring directly into his. “But the government and the MNLF have a peace accord in place right now. We’ll be safe.”

“You’ve got to be shitting me.” He shifted back on his heels, his intense regard pulled her gaze back to his. He stared into her eyes, his gaze compelling and penetrating, before he looked up and to the right over her shoulder.

“What?” Di tried to turn around, ostensibly to see what he was looking at. She succeeded in breaking the connection, nearly visible in its intensity, that seemed to crackle between them.

In that moment, Riley knew she was lying. Her pale eyes were wide and she was trying so hard to keep her expression even that she forgot she usually looked at him with a sneer. She hadn’t looked at him this way, ever. The sheer fact that she wasn’t trying to bluster and argue her way out of his question was the most damning of tells. If she didn’t have anything to hide, she’d be ripping him a new one.

“You totally just lied to me.” The veneer of his charm slipped exponentially as she opened her mouth to lie again.

Di frowned, her brown sugar brows cranked into a V and her body morphed into supplication. “I need to go with you.” It was probably as closed to begging as she got. She still worked that haughty disdain, it was likely ingrained, but he was pretty sure she was so busy trying to get him to agree to let her go that she wasn’t thinking about the attitude she projected.

“Look, hotshot. The last school gets two pallets delivered. It’s bigger than the other schools.” Her body language screamed distress, as if something catastrophic would happen if she was sidelined. For a brief moment, Riley was distracted by the almost pathological need to soothe her. And he had to wonder, again, what was so important that she would put herself in possible danger.

“Okay,” he said slowly. Two pallets for one school. Why didn’t she just say say so earlier? 

Riley still thought something was off. He knew there was nothing more controversial than sharp pencils contained in the various shrink-wrapped pallets. He’d inspected the contents of her shipment himself, just to make sure, because she’d been so insistent that she had to come on this trip. Riley had been suspicious from the get go. But he’d found nothing subversive or potentially worrisome, so what the hell was going on? “Then why are you so—”

“My contacts are suspicious of strangers,” she said almost desperately. “They’ve been tricked by soldiers and governments before.”

Inside, Riley jolted but he carefully kept his face impassive. He wasn’t just delivering the school supplies. He had another secret mission for Stone Consulting, which was to get as much intel on the actual sentiment in the villages about the newly minted peace accord and whether or not it would succeed. To ferret out if the Philippine government was as accepting of the accord as they appeared. To find out if the MNLF really intended to stick to the terms or if the current agreement was just a ploy to buy time before they launched another offensive against the reigning government.

So in a sense, he was deceiving the population. And if her contacts were already skittish, he might not be able to learn as much as he needed to make the report worthwhile.

Riley analyzed the pros and cons of making the rest of the journey without her. And he came to the uncomfortable conclusion that he needed her to come along.

But he wasn’t about to let Diana know that he needed her.

Fine. You can go.” He acted as if he were doing her a favor rather than using her to advance his own personal agenda. He used his charm voice and his standard smile to attempt to put her at ease.

But instead of her normal reaction to his attempted charm, she released her breath and smiled. “Thank you.”

Which told him he was right. He couldn’t trust her.





~Four~

The next morning, Di waited in the De Mazenod Hotel lobby for Riley. She still wasn’t sure what had happened yesterday. She’d seen the calculation and the temper simmering in his gaze. He’d been one minute away from shoving her back on that plane.

Even now, she was figuratively holding her breath. Shane and Ethan hadn’t left yet. They needed another few hours on the ground before they would be cleared for the return flight.

Shane and Ethan had to pick up a load of airplane parts from an SAE, Stone Aeronautical Engineering, plant in Manila and then they were heading back to the U.S. It was another reason that GHR had been able to pay for Di’s freight to Jolo. They could piggy back the delivery of her supplies to Jolo with the export of SAE’s goods back to the U.S.

Shane and Ethan had already left for the small airport but it wasn’t so far away that Riley didn’t have time to get her on the plane back to the U.S. if he so chose.

Riley had gone from combative to speculative to in a rapid-fire switch. And while she was thrilled that he finally acquiesced, the reasoning behind his agreement was making her nervous. What was he up to? Did she care? He agreed to let her come along. And right now that had to be her main goal.

“Morning.” His breath puffed along the back of her neck sending a shower of tingles through her traitorous body. Her mind might protest his particular charm, but her body reacted to Riley Stone like he was her crack.

Di whirled around and her breath backed up in her chest. He smelled of shave cream, soap, and some earthy musk that was likely uber-expensive cologne. Her heart picked up its pace and her body buzzed with a combination of adrenaline and arousal.

Last night in her room she’d convinced herself that he really wasn’t as attractive as she’d thought. That her body didn’t quiver with longing every time he got up in her personal space, which oddly seemed to happen on a regular basis.

“You ready,” she asked brusquely, trying to mask her unwilling hunger for him. It was only lust, she dismissed. Who wouldn’t be attracted to such a hot package? Unfortunately, there was nothing behind the gorgeous face and muscled body to warrant more than emotionless passion.

“We’ve got a schedule to keep.” Riley tapped his extremely complicated looking watch. “Truck is ready and loaded. Let’s go.”

Di let out an easy sigh of relief. He wasn’t going to try to send her back home.

 

***

 

They bounced over a rough road. Riley consulted the GPS on his watch regularly. His hands on the wheel of the truck were loose but steady as he navigated the irregular terrain and barely travelable roads to the first school on their delivery schedule.

They’d been on the road for about an hour. The cab of the truck had been mostly silent as they ate a Pankaplog breakfast consisting of small bread rolls called pandesal, eggs, and coffee from the tapsihan next to their hotel.

“So these contacts of yours....” Riley checked the rear view mirror, then the side mirror, then focused on Di. He needed information. “How do you know them?”

She leaned back against the passenger door, and stared out at the encroaching jungle. “I grew up here.”

Succinct. To the point and not really an answer. Huh. Was that on purpose?

“Really?” Riley gripped the wheel tightly as he used brute force to turn the truck to the right. The power steering was either out or hadn’t been invented when the ancient truck was built. On the plus side, the engine ran like a dream, so he couldn’t really complain. “Parents in the military?”

“Missionaries,” she replied shortly.

Riley raised an eyebrow at the slightly hostile tone. “Admirable work.” He really couldn’t understand why the animosity. He turned up the wattage on his smile, but it went to waste as she hadn’t looked at him since they had begun their journey this morning. He was determined to draw her out. “Are they still here?”

“No. They retired to Branson, Missouri. They build houses in the Appalachian mountains every spring.”

Still apparently dedicating their time to worthy causes. Which still didn’t quite explain how Diana had made her contacts or why she was here.

“Why school supplies?” Maybe if he could get her talking about her passion, he’d crack the hard shell that isolated her and kept her from engaging with him.

She was starting to get more involved in the conversation. She’d shifted straighter in her seat, her rigid spine relaxed and her hands moved as she spoke about her company. “The kids frequently get caught in the crossfire of the warring factions on the island,” Di said grimly. “I can’t tell you how many schools have been destroyed by errant bombs or guerrilla fighting in the area.”

Riley knew all about the problems with village infrastructure becoming collateral damage in wars. “Yeah, I saw plenty of examples of that when I was in the Navy.”

“Well, this is my contribution to helping the villages maintain stability and procuring supplies for their schools.” Her cheeks had flushed and her eyes were bright as she talked about what Tools for Schools was doing. “Every delivery we make helps these kids have opportunities, helps show these kids that there are other things out there, other worlds out there.”

A commendable goal. And one that Riley was behind one hundred percent. Not that she would believe him if he told her that. But he understood better than she’d ever know about empowering kids.

“It sounds like you’re doing a lot of good,” he said neutrally.

Before he could say more, they rounded the bend and came upon the first school on their delivery schedule.

Di bounded from the truck before he could caution her about sticking with him until he cleared the location. She had been correct that schools were destroyed all the time. Riley needed to make sure this was a safe area first. “Dammit, Di, wait.”

Riley checked his weapon and vaulted out of the truck but it was already too late.

Di and a short woman, slim build, and thick straight black hair, were jumping up and down and hugging each other tight. He strode toward the pair. He took a quick glance around just to make sure no danger lurked in the encroaching jungle.

“Christina Chua, this is Riley.” Di introduced them. “He’s helping me deliver the supplies this run.”

Christina Chua was clearly a mestizo, mixed Chinese, Filipino and likely some other ethnicities thrown in. She had wide high cheekbones, slightly tilted dark eyes, and a sweet smile as she bowed. “Pleased to meet you, Riley.”

Riley smiled. “Likewise.” He glanced around, noted the cracked cement pad that lead to the small, one room schoolhouse. Weeds sprouted between the cracks and paint peeled on the metal slats of the converted double wide trailer.

He felt very exposed and out in the open.

While Di and Christina caught up, a little boy peered around Christina’s sarong dress and stared at Riley with large brown, heavily-lashed eyes. Riley’s frown softened. When he was assured that it was safe, he beckoned the boy toward the truck.

The two women were chattering a mile a minute in Tagalog, and so caught up in each other that they were unaware of anything else. Riley holstered his weapon and strode back to the truck. He dragged his duffel from behind the driver’s seat and unzipped it quickly.

Besides the SAT phone, first aid kit, extra socks, extra pencils, extra magazines for his pistol, and extra shells for his shotgun in his backpack, he’d brought along some gifts for the kids. He continued to monitor their surroundings as he pulled a deflated soccer ball from the bag and a small portable pump. With efficient movements, he began to inflate the ball.

The little boy grinned, revealing two large gaps where he’d lost his baby teeth. His brown eyes sparkled and his face reflected his happiness. Once the ball was hard enough, Riley tossed the pump back in the bag. He threw the ball in the air and then sent it flying toward the boy with a solid header.

The little guy laughed and chased after the ball. Once he rounded the other side, Riley made a ‘bring it’ gesture with his left hand, careful to keep his right hand free, and to stay aware of their surroundings.

The kid kicked the ball hard. Riley stopped it with his chest, let it drop to the packed dirt, and then executed a fancy one-two kick, not too hard and grinned as the boy raced after the soccer ball.

He was still grinning when he chanced a look at the two women. They stood close together, arms wrapped around each other’s waists, and their mouths hanging open. The local woman radiated sheer approval, but in that moment, Riley could care less. He wanted to know what Di was feeling.

Di was watching him speculatively, no smile in place. But there was a softness around her eyes that he thought might mean she approved. Riley couldn’t even figure out why he cared. But he was self-aware enough to acknowledge that he did care what she thought of him. Far more than he should.

Di watched Riley kick the soccer ball back and forth with Christina’s son. Her first, cynical thought was that of course he would charm a small child. But when a big grin lit up his face and his hazel eyes sparkled with sheer enjoyment, she acknowledged that he was engaged purely for the pleasure of both Michael and himself. She forced herself to let go of the instinctive need to belittle his charm. It didn’t speak well of her at all. And the emotion that burned through her chest was shame. She certainly shouldn’t begrudge Riley for thinking of the kids.

Riley knelt down so that he was eye level with Michael and spoke softly to him. But Di noticed that Riley constantly monitored the area. Even while he was playing with Michael, he kept scanning the school area and the surrounding jungle for threats. She certainly appreciated his diligence.

“Okay, little man.” Riley stood quickly, his powerful thighs bunched and flexed beneath the cargo pants. He strode to the back of the delivery truck. With efficient movements he opened up the back gate and hopped into the truck. Riley sliced through the shrink-wrap with an efficient and deadly looking knife. Then he began to lift the school’s supplies off the back of the truck. “Have fun with the ball. I’ll play later.”

She thought about letting him know that several villagers would be along in about fifteen minutes to unload the truck but Di was struck by his rippling arm muscles as he hefted a particularly heavy box of encyclopedias onto his shoulder. Her throat went dry and she swallowed down the urge to moan at the subtle display of his power.

He wasn’t even trying right now and she was practically melting into a puddle of desire at his feet. She tried to dredge up some scorn, he was posturing, all part of his macho charm machine. But no one was watching except Michael and Di. Christina had gone into the trailer, the single building of this local ‘school’, to make sure there was room to store the boxes before they were unpacked.

Di decided to fill him in on what was happening, and strode over to Riley. “We have some locals coming to unload the truck if you’d rather wait.”

“I don’t mind getting started.” Riley shifted the box on his shoulder. “I’d rather get everything into the school before night falls.”

Di grabbed a smaller box and kept pace with him as they hoofed to the door of the school. “How did you know to bring the soccer ball?”

Riley shifted his attention to her face before he tilted his head and answered, “Kids need play too. Especially those kids who struggle with the books. They need a place to succeed.”

Wow. She certainly wouldn’t have thought he’d be that insightful. “Who would have thought Riley Stone was so sensitive?” The mocking words came out of her mouth before she could sensor them.

“Yeah, well, everyone is full of surprises,” Riley said shortly. “Who would have thought that someone who has the compassion to deliver school supplies to underserved kids could be such a bitch?” He said the words with a smile on his face, his expression didn’t falter, and if she had been watching without sound, she would have had no idea about the sting in his words. That was what he was good at, she reminded herself, putting on an act. But that still didn’t excuse her behavior.

Remorse filled her. She was being a bitch. What was wrong with her? It wasn’t his fault that his charming exterior pushed all of her bitch buttons. It was her problem not his. “Riley.” Di placed her hand on his bicep to stop him. “I’m sorry.”

His arm flexed beneath her palm, hot and hard. “Fine.”

“No really.” God, she felt terrible. “I really am sorry. That was completely uncalled for.”

“Forget about it.” But he’d turned his head away so that she couldn’t see his face and she was pretty sure that she’d hurt his feelings.

“Let’s get these supplies unloaded so we can get back on the road,” Riley said coolly. He could have been speaking to a stranger.

“Ummm, can we stay for dinner?” Di trotted alongside him as he carried the box into the classroom.

“Traveling on the roads at night isn’t advisable.” Riley swung the box down to the floor in the corner where Christina had cleared an area for the supplies to be stored until she could get them set up in the ‘classroom’.

The old metal trailer was outfitted with handmade bookshelves, desks that hailed from the early 70s, and an ancient blackboard. Christina had spruced up the walls with posters of the alphabet, a world map that was about ten years out of date, and some Dora the Explorer posters. The floor was threadbare carpet repaired with duct tape and the walls were scuffed and marked up. But they had books of all persuasions and Riley knew that besides the encyclopedias, and other reading books, this shipment contained paper and pencils, even some colored pencils.

“It’s not much,” Di said desperately.

“This is better than some,” Riley spoke as if from experience. “And with your supplies, they are even better stocked than other schools I’ve seen.”

“Yes.” She watched him cautiously.

Her heart burned and she wanted to call back her earlier caustic words and get that easygoing grin back on his face. But she feared that she’d ruined his good mood permanently.

A commotion from outside clattered into her consciousness. Riley reacted in an instant and removed his weapon from the holster with one fluid movement. He held up his palm, then pressed his arm back against her torso. “Stay here, and take cover behind the desk.”

That seemed a little extreme. “It’s probably just the men coming to help unload the supplies.”

“Rules, Di.” He shot her a censorious look. “Probably. But you pay me to protect you from threats.”

Actually, she didn’t. Another pang of remorse shot through her. GHR was donating so much of their own resources to this mission that she wasn’t paying him a dime.

Riley stood to the left of the large picture window, moved the curtain slightly with the barrel of the gun to peer outside the small trailer. His hands were capable and strong on the grip and his body was taut with anticipation.

“Looks like it’s the delivery boys.” After a few seconds, he relaxed and let the curtain drop. “How sure are you about your friends?”

“They aren’t my friends,” Di protested. “But Christina is my friend and she vouches for them.”

“And how sure are you of Christina, because for guys who are just here to unload school supplies, they are very heavily armed.” Riley pivoted on his heel. “I go out first.”

Di noted that he kept his hands firmly on his weapon and the expression in his eyes was far from welcoming. In that moment, he looked like the warrior he was. Oh, he hid it well under exquisitely-tailored suits and fine Egyptian cotton shirts, but now, stripped bare of the outer trappings of wealth, Riley Stone looked like the muscle she’d hired from GHR.

Di was confident that if Christina trusted the men here to help then they could too. But she also knew that people could turn, loyalties could be broken. Many of the people on this island had little, so it wasn’t unheard of for neighbor to sell out neighbor. But she knew that Riley would protect her.

“Okay.” Di opened the door. Riley moved so he was still partially protected by the door frame, although rounds from the weapons these guys were carrying would tear through the wood and flimsy metal walls of this trailer.

Riley called out. “Christina, we’re coming out. Please make sure none of your friends are trigger happy.”

Christina laughed, the sound like water over a brook, sweet and melodious. “You need not worry.”

“It’s ingrained, honey.”

She spoke in Tagalog so quickly that Riley could only pick up every few words. “Did you get that?” he asked Di softly.

“Yes,” she replied. “We’re fine.”

“You sure?”

She nodded. “Look. They’re getting the boxes out of the truck.”

“Okay.” Riley stepped cautiously out of the school and headed for the truck. Christina met him at the back gate and introduced the four men who’d come to help unload the school supplies.

They all shook hands and then began the physical task of emptying the truck. There were four men of varying descents, the one thing they all had in common was the very new, very deadly weapons strapped to their waists. “You have many problems lately?” he asked, aware of the fact that he needed to gather as much information as possible about the conditions and the temperament of the people on the island.

One man who clearly had more Spanish heritage than the rest shrugged. “Things are peaceful. Right now.” He spat a thick globule of chew onto the hard-packed dirt.

Another, who was clearly mestizo, a mix of Chinese, Negrita, and White nodded. “But who knows how long it will last,” he said in heavily-accented English.

The first shook his head vigorously. “We hope for peace. But we are prepared for more war.”

So the feeling, at least in this little sitio, was optimistic cynicism.

“The treaty is going well?”

The second glanced left, then right. “Most want peace. Everyone is tired of fighting.”

“But?”

“But there are some who don’t like the deal, who still believe the government is taking advantage. There are always rumblings.”

Not a surprise. This island had been prone to violence and aggression for decades. Riley leaned closer. “We are supposed to deliver in some of the more remote sitios. Will we have any problems?”

He’d checked with all of his contacts before coming to Jolo. But situations like the current treaty were fluid and changed constantly. He had no intention of taking Di someplace that would get them both killed. It would be bad for business. And life.

“You will not be harmed,” the last one said vehemently.

But after talking with the men, an uneasiness haunted Riley.

Christina lived in a very small house at the back of the property where the school resided. Against Riley’s better judgment, they stayed for dinner. A simple meal of salted fried fish, rice, and yams.

He observed Di interact with her friend. They had clearly known each other for a long time. “How do you know each other?”

“We went to school together.” Christina said softly, “Now, I am a teacher and she is our angel.”

Di flushed. Unusual for her. But she was softer, less edgy with her friend. Less judgmental, less acerbic.

Riley glanced at his watch. It was getting late. “We should really get back to Jolo city.”

“Oh, you must stay for dessert. It is Di’s favorite.” Christina smiled shyly. 

Di laughed. “You made leche flan?”

“Of course.”

After Diana’s tearful goodbye with Christina, they rode back to Jolo in silence. Riley was thinking about the men’s revelations about the political climate on the island. There was something about the men’s demeanors that struck a warning in his gut. He’d learned over the years to trust his intuition. He might not be the sharpest at certain things, so he’d learned to rely on his abilities. They needed to proceed very carefully. “Did Christina mention anything about the current political climate or feelings on island?”

“We didn’t discuss politics.”

“So you didn’t ask at all about what the general mood was surrounding the current peace accord?”

“Why?” she asked suspiciously.

“It directly affects the inhabitants of the island.” Riley started to get a little steamed. She couldn’t be that naive, could she? “If the treaty goes south, everyone here will be thrust back into what amounts to civil war.”

“That has nothing to do with my friends.”

“Don’t put your head in the sand, sweetheart.” Riley tapped his fingers on the steering wheel as he contemplated various scenarios. “The success or failure of the treaty affects every single inhabitant of this island.”

And if the accord failed in the next few days, it would adversely affect them.

He waited a few beats, then decided his need for information trumped his need to have peace with Di. He would be wise to gather any other intel he could.

“At our next stop, I’d like you to find out what you can.”

“What?” Di shifted in her seat so that she was facing him, her back up against the passenger door, and her knee almost touching his hip.

“Are you....” She placed a hand over her heart. “Please tell me you aren’t spying on my friends.”

He chanced another look at her. Her face was white, and her hands were gripped in a prayer position. He wasn’t spying on her friends, per se. But he was definitely collecting information. “Look, my job is to make sure that you’re safe while we deliver these supplies. Your friends, like it or not, know more about the current political flow than my contacts. My goal is to get through this job safely without any unforeseen problems.” Which was true, insofar as it went. Just because he had another agenda was none of her business.

He knew he should be laying on the charm, trying to cajole the information out of her, trying to sweet talk her suspicions away. But he couldn’t make himself do it. He wouldn’t lie to her but he also wasn’t going to share the truth with her. She already had a shitty opinion of him. No need to make it worse.

Clearly he failed since the rest of the ride was spent in silence.





~Five~

The next three days passed in a strained atmosphere. Riley had given up trying to charm her. She seemed immune to his particular brand of allure, which did not mean she wasn’t attracted to him. She was. For which he was happy. He’d hate to be the only one stuck in this sexual limbo. Because every hour spent in the close confines of the truck cab reinforced his unwilling lust for Diana Lundberg.

It was fascinating, really, how he could be so hot for someone who didn’t have an inkling of appreciation for him. If he wasn’t so confident in his prior relationships, he’d think he was developing a masochistic side.

He’d been in a state of semi-arousal for the past three days and nothing seemed to quell it. Not her acerbic response to anything he did. Not the very clear indication that absolutely nothing would ever happen between them. Not his own stern, silent conversations in his head. He could have any woman he wanted, except apparently Di Lundberg.

So he tried to ignore the attraction that simmered between them and focus on his job. He continued to gather information for his Stone Consulting report, and was more and more amazed at her generosity of spirit—with everyone but him.

They’d visited five more sitios, deep in the rural areas of Jolo Island, and with each day his concern grew. There had been no overt signs of hostility against them but he felt as if the jungle and hills had eyes and they were multiplying with each trip to deliver the school supplies. He had kept to the roads along the coast when possible to stay as far away from the terrorist factions that operated in the bowels of the island.

He continued to gather intelligence about the situation on Jolo which was definitely less stable than he’d originally thought. More than once he’d suggested that Di stay at their hotel while he made the deliveries but she’d nixed that idea in seconds. And he hated to admit it but she’d been right. The locals here knew her. She smoothed the way just being her. Which was another surprise. She was so contentious with him, but she was all sweetness and happiness with her Filipino friends.

Di hadn’t complained about the conditions, which had grown increasingly worse. She took everything in stride except for him. He was able to charm her friends. And the kids. They’d loved the soccer balls. Just the thought had him smiling.

Riley strode back to the truck and hopped in the back. They had one more pallet of supplies to unload and then they were done. But as he opened his knife and got ready to rip into the wrap holding the supplies on the pallet, the feeling of disquiet grew. The reason his intuition had been going crazy, whatever that might be, was ramped to about a thousand degrees.

Di swung into the back of the truck.

“Let’s get this last pallet unloaded and get out of here,” Riley said.

Her pale blue eyes avoided his gaze. “Slight change of plans.”

“What?”

“We have one more delivery to make. But it’s not here.”

Riley’s temper simmered. This was what had been nagging him. Ever since that confrontation on the plane after they’d landed. He’d been thinking about her evasive gaze when she’d told him that this school was getting two pallets of supplies. He should have pushed harder.

The sense of doom that had hovered like a raincloud burst open and showered him with anger. “Where?”

Di smiled at him. Strike number one. She never smiled at him. Ever.

She smiled vacantly over his shoulder when it was needed but she hadn’t made true eye contact since their first school delivery and his impromptu soccer play with Michael Chua.

Which meant something was up. “What?”

She pressed her fingers along her thighs, smoothing the material of her tan cargo pants until no wrinkles marred the surface. “I have the coordinates of the last delivery.”

Riley’s suspicions raised again. “What are they?”

She gave him the long and lat. After Riley mentally calculated where she wanted to go, his temper exploded. “No fucking way.”

“We have to make this delivery.”

“You’re talking about going into the heart of the Moro National Liberation Territory,” he snarled. “Have you been listening to the rumors your friends have been sharing with us?”

“I know that it will be a...delicate situation.”

“Are you out of your mind?”

“There’s a school there that really needs supplies.” She pressed her palms together as if in prayer and she begged. “Seriously. I’ve watched you with the kids the last few days. You really care.”

The surprise in her voice pissed him off beyond reason. “So now you’re going to use that against me?”

“These kids have nothing.”

“You’re talking about driving through the most militant of the Moro National Liberation Front territory. Even if they are committed to peace, they are just as likely to take us hostage as let us through,” Riley argued.

“I know,” Di countered. “But my best friend is the teacher for the school.”

Riley slammed his fist on top of the last pallet. “No fucking way.”

“Please Riley,” Di begged. Then she gave him the smile that she gave to everyone else. A smile she had never blessed on him.

“Really?”

“What?”

“You actually think you can charm me?” Riley curled his fingers into fists and fought the very strong urge to punch the pallet again. “The very move you scoff at me for regularly and now you’re trying it on me?”

“I don’t—”

“Yes, you do.” Riley jumped down from the back of the truck and stalked to the cab. “What the hell, Di?”

“These kids have nothing.”

“I get that but, Jesus.” Riley rubbed his hand over his face.

“Which is exactly why this is the most important delivery we have to make.”

“You realize that we need more security.”

She shook her head. “That’s the last thing we need. More security would be perceived as a threat. Taking a single truck with just you and me was the only way we could get into this area to deliver the supplies.”

Riley swore. She was probably right. But he’d still like a regiment of soldiers and maybe an RPG. What the fuck?

“Are you suicidal?” he asked pleasantly.

She shook her head. “I have allies in the area. They won’t let anything happen to us.”

That triggered his memory. When he’d asked her if she had friends in MNLF. This, this was that look that she’d given him. How the hell had he let her overrule his natural instincts? Dammit.

“Lailani’s husband will escort us.” Di said, “We’ll have protection. You don’t need to worry.”

Hell yes, he needed to worry.

 “These kids, my friend’s daughter, Divina, specifically needs the supplies we’ve got.”

“What is so special about these supplies?” But her answer didn’t matter. There was nothing that she could say that would get him to acquiesce and go into this particular region.

“Divina is dyslexic.” Di said, “I don’t know if you know what that—”

“I know what dyslexia is,” Riley said shortly. The acid from his stomach roiled and burned as he acknowledged she’d won. With five short words, she’d overturned his objections.

“We have special materials to help her learn to read.” Di continued not realizing he’d already given in. “And educational books on tape.”

As if she’d reached inside his mind, she’d found the one weakness he’d buried. He’d been there. Been that kid who’d been made fun of because as hard as he tried, he couldn’t make sense of words. With an absentee father, and no mother figure until Shelley came to live with them when he’d been twelve, he’d spent his elementary and middle school years in hell.

He knew he was as smart as other kids. He could take apart a car’s guts and put it back together by the time he’d been ten, he could speak Spanish and French by the time he was eleven, he could memorize travel routes and chemistry symbols and do mathematical equations in his head. And without help he’d learned to use his charm to ease out of reading and writing whenever he could. But he’d always sucked at reading.

Once Shelley came to live with them, she’d gotten him some tutoring, but at that point not a lot stuck. He was never going to be a big reader or even proficient at reading. He needed to hear the words to make connections. Dammit. Fuck.

Riley’s mind raced. He wouldn’t stop the delivery to her friend’s school, however he refused to take Di that far in country. But maybe he could find a way to get those supplies to her friend’s daughter.

“Compromise. We will meet them and make a transfer. But I will not take you into that zone.”

Shit. There were so many ways this could still go wrong. But how could he deny that kid a chance to be successful, a chance to learn?

In the cab of the truck, Di was quiet.

“What’s wrong now?”

“I thought you’d take a lot more convincing.”

“Well, you thought wrong.” Riley was running through scenarios in his head, thinking about potential drop off points, safe routes, and how to transfer the supplies when the heat of her hand on his arm stopped him dead.

Di couldn’t believe that Riley had given in so quickly. She’d been sure that they were in for a rip-roaring fight. That’s why she’d waited so long to tell him about where the supplies needed to go.

“Thank you,” she whispered, gratitude and a tight throat made her voice husky. And then she impulsively leaned over to kiss his cheek. His skin was rough with stubble and abraded her lips as she brushed a quick kiss over his cheek.

He whipped his head toward her. “What was that for?”

The cab of the truck shrank as the intimacy of their positions solidified in an instant. The puff of his breath was sweet with the coconut milk he’d had for lunch. His forearm was supple and warm beneath her palm. A sizzle of electricity burned through her as she realized she was touching him. The air was thick with anticipation and the scent of warm male and musk.

And suddenly the attraction she’d suppressed for the last few days blossomed in her core and spread heat throughout her body. She was frozen in place. Her breasts mere inches from the muscled strength of his bicep as his hands flexed on the steering wheel as if he were anchoring himself to stop from reaching for her.

His eyes were so close she could see the striations of amber in the green and the layer of desire in his hooded gaze.

All the air sucked from the truck, and Di inhaled a quick breath.

Her blood chugged through her veins, slow and somnolent. As the heat in the truck’s cab rose, they both held still, caught in the force field of the attraction that had simmered between them since they met. Di may have tried to shove it down, away, but the truth was she’d spent most of her time with Riley trying to ignore his appeal.

She was leaning almost on his arm, and he didn’t move. If she were less confident she might take his stillness as a rejection. But she could literally feel his effort to resist their pull. If the expression in his eyes was any indication, it was taking all he had to hold himself immobile.

His gaze dropped to her mouth. Her lips still tingled from the light brush against his skin and the soft stubble on his face. Her lips and mouth were so dry in spite of the lush tropical air, and she swallowed hard to keep from licking them. But she lost the battle and her tongue came out to wet them.

Riley groaned, and he lifted his hand from the wheel, slowly, carefully, giving her plenty of time to back away. But Di couldn’t move. She’d been imagining this moment since she’d caught sight of him in Jack Stone’s office over two and a half weeks ago. His large rough palm cupped her cheek, his long fingers threaded through her short curls and a shiver worked its way over her spine.

His callused thumb brushed down her cheekbone and lingered at the corner of her mouth, his gaze firmly glued on her lips.

He gently eased her closer, until their lips were separated by less than a single sheet of paper. They held there suspended, as she waited, he waited, the only sound in the still quiet cab was the erotic sough of their breaths mingling together.

Finally, he pressed his lips to hers, lightly, reverently, tempering the lust that lingered between them. He captured her top lip in his mouth and sucked gently, then he pressed open-mouthed kisses along the outline of her lips, as if he wanted to taste each section, touching searching for the subtle differences between the corners, and the bow, and her fuller bottom lip.

He was barely touching her, only one hand at the nape of her neck, the other still firmly gripped the steering wheel, and still, she was about to go up in flames.

Oh my God.

Riley’s fingers slid through the silky curls along the curve of Di’s head, as he lost himself in the sensual pleasure of tasting her, testing her, searching out the secret caverns of her mouth, the nip of her teeth as she playfully teased him. The earthy scents of coconut, ylang-ylang blossoms, and some unidentifiable sweet aroma that was uniquely Diana. Her perfume wreathed the cab of the truck and wrapped around his senses. With every inhale, her scent surrounded him, intoxicated him, as he lost himself in the sensual eroticism of her kiss.

Only their mouths were touching. Her lips firm and questing against his. Engaging. Participating.

Definitely not pushing him away.

When he’d pictured kissing her, he’d confess, he’d imagined a frantic, wild, out-of-control passion that finally bubbled over and overwhelmed them both. The tension had been rising between them for days. Riley was pretty sure she didn’t even like him but he knew women and her body had responded to his every time they were near each other. He wasn’t sure his self-respect wasn’t going to take a hard hit because with his track record, he could have anyone he wanted, so why was he so drawn to this woman?

She held a deep disdain for him, no matter what he did, and he had stopped trying to change her mind days ago. For some reason, her complete dismissal of his appeal rankled in ways that he couldn’t even figure out. Why did he care if she didn’t find him charming?

She might not like him, but she was in lust with him.

So when he’d thought about them together, frequently, he’d assumed their passion would overpower their reservations and they’d couple frantically in the dark and then both wish they hadn’t almost immediately after.

But when she’d looked at him with those big, compassionate blue eyes, and her smile lit her face, he’d been overcome with the need to caress her, finesse her reaction, to take care, and show her how much he wanted her.

She held her fists tight against her collarbone as if she were afraid to touch him. In a moment, they needed to stop. They were exposed and unprotected, alone in the clearing in front of the empty school. Anyone could come up on them while they were engaged. And Riley refused to put Di in danger.

He eased back from their embrace, and brushed his thumb over her plumped lips. “We need more privacy than this allows,” he said gruffly.

Di stiffened and blinked, as if coming back to herself, then she flushed and pulled away hastily.

Riley opened his mouth to say something, although what he’d pull from his scrambled brain was a mystery, but she held up her palm. “I have the SAT phone. I can call Lailani and tell her about the change of plans.”

He pulled out an old-fashioned map of the terrain then consulted the GPS on his watch to confirm the coordinates.

“Okay.” He triangulated their position, along with the location of the village where her friend’s school was located, and the hotel back in Jolo city. “We rented this truck. If they take the truck and give us a vehicle to take back to the city, we don’t even need to unload the supplies. It can be a quick, even exchange.”

Riley pinpointed three locations that would work. “You got them?”

“Yes.” Di gripped the Satellite phone with tight fingers and made the call.

He listened as Di spoke with her friend. They agreed to the change in locations fairly quickly and chose the location Riley liked best of the three he’d identified. Maybe it would all work out.

There was only one sketchy area on the way to the meeting place that Riley would be happy to get behind them. After that one section, they should be relatively safe.

Di smiled tremulously as she spoke to Lailani. Once she hung up she said, “They are so thankful.”

“Yeah, well, she can thank us after we make the transfer and everything goes okay.” Riley tried to keep his tone neutral.

Di fell silent. Riley started up the truck. A light rain began to fall. Great. If this kept up the roads would disintegrate and slow their progress.

“So how does her husband feel about girls getting schooling?”

“Most of the population are fine with girls going to school. The people are slowly coming around to the idea of the girls getting an education.” She hesitated. “But it’s even harder with kids who suffer from any kind of learning issue.”

“Yeah.” Riley could imagine. It wasn’t always easy in the States, but in a rural area of Jolo Island like her friend’s sitio, he could see how their educational progress could be measured in small increments.

“You want to talk about it?” she asked tentatively.

The gears ground in a squeal as he shifted into third, trying to push the lumbering truck through the worsening rain. “What?”

“Clearly you have first hand experience with dyslexia.”

Riley misdirected. “Hey, I’m a sensitive guy.” He gave her his best smile meant to distract and let his gaze roam over her body, trying to shift her focus to sexual. “I watch Oprah.”

“Stop that.”

He raised a surprised brow. “Stop what?”

“Don’t use that fake charm on me.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he refuted. His charm wasn’t fake. But he didn’t know her well enough to talk about his learning problems from when he was a kid.

“Right.” She huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. The move plumped up her small swells until the bit of cleavage created an intriguing shadow in the V of her t-shirt. “Would it kill you to have a meaningful conversation?”

“I can be meaningful.” Riley turned up the wattage on his smile and let suggestion bleed through.

“Forget it.” She rested her forehead on the passenger window and turned away, her gaze focused outside the truck, but he knew that wouldn’t last long, since there was little to see in the falling rain.

The silence in the truck was deafening. Rain drummed down on the metal roof and the windshield wiper blades punctuated the silence with an admonishing thwap-thwap. As if they knew she was mad at him and wanted to add to his chastisement.

Riley shifted in his seat, trying to avoid the uncomfortable topic. He stretched his left leg, shrugged his shoulders beneath his holster, and glanced at her again. But she was still staring out the window in disappointed silence.

And finally, he caved unable to bear her displeasure.

“My mother died when I was about two.” He never talked about this stuff. Avoided like it was an IED clearly labeled in the middle of the road.

She made a soft noise of sympathy but thankfully kept silent.

“My dad was pretty much...not involved.” Riley grimaced. “Jesus, I hate sharing this shit. do we really need to do this?”

“Not at all,” Di replied coolly.

Which was girl code for ‘if I’m not important enough to discuss this with you then I guess I’m not important at all.’“

And he was insane. Because even sharing wasn’t going to get her to like him. But whatever. “I had trouble reading from the get-go. And since I had no mother, the school would tell our nanny, who was banging my father hoping to be Mrs. Stone number two. Honestly, I have no idea if she bothered to share with him or not.” With his father, who knew? Maybe the old bastard had known about his learning issues and just didn’t care.

“Bitch,” Di muttered under her breath. “I’d like five minutes in a room with her.”

“She got what she deserved. Which was not Mrs. Stone number two.” Riley smiled fondly as he remembered Connor’s mother dropping him off on the doorstep. “Dad had knocked up my brother’s mom and when Con was about two years old, she decided she’d had enough of motherhood. After Con came to live with us, the nanny figured out she was never going to be Mrs. Stone number two, and decided she didn’t sign on for three wild boys.”

Di made another sound of disgust, but she had straightened away from the truck door and turned so she faced him.

“Anyway. Fast forward to when I’m twelve, three more nannies, none of whom became Mrs. Stone number two, but who didn’t do much in the way of actually taking care of us either. And I had never been tested, or even gotten extra help, because in order to take those steps, you have to have parental approval.”

A genuine smile curved his mouth. “Until Shelley.”

“Who is Shelley?”

“My sister’s mother. They came to live with us when Jess was eight.” Riley recalled the day fondly. “Shelley is still there.”

“Mrs. Stone number two?”

“Nope. She refused to marry the old goat. But she insisted on staying to take care of all four of us.”

“And she got you help.”

It had mostly been too late by the time Shelley marched into the school and demanded they test Riley and get him additional aid. He could read but it was still difficult. Luckily he had the street smarts to get by.

“Yeah.”

“So you can relate to Divina.”

“Yeah.”

“And that’s why you brought the soccer balls?” Di’s voice had softened, which wouldn’t do at all.

Riley might suck at reading. But he was hell on wheels at reading people. And the sweet, soft voice and the relaxing of her body was the picture of surrender.

“And this is where I usually get laid.” Riley shot her his best confident, smug smile. “But I’m thinking this is a bad time.”

She turned away from him in disgust. Just like he’d wanted. Riley Stone did not take pity fucks. Not even from women he wanted more than he wanted his next breath.

“Really? You had to ruin this moment with that?”

“What?” He laughed as if he had no cares in the world. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”

“So how many girls you really share that story with, hotshot?”

“Enough.” None. Only Jack had any idea exactly how much trouble Riley had with reading. “But I never kiss and tell, sweetheart.”

Di snorted again and turned away from him to stare out the window.

Thankfully, there was no more time to debate his moves. They’d arrived at the exchange destination. Riley shifted the truck into park, and glanced around.

The rain had slowed to a light shower. There was a couple in a car parked at the edge of a long cement pad in front of a small one room municipal building. The little structure was painted a cheery turquoise with white trim and the name of the town painted in black stenciled letters with a four inch band of mosaic tiles trimmed around the front door frame. The sedan in the parking lot had seen better days.

But in the more relaxed culture here, they could switch vehicles with the couple. Then once Di’s friends had delivered the school supplies to the school they could drive the truck back to Jolo and exchange it for their car.

The truck rental place would be fine with the car as collateral until their truck was returned. This was a win-win for both parties.

Once again, Di jumped out of the truck without a care for her safety or the danger that could lurk in the jungle. While she might be correct that most on this island would welcome the free school supplies, there were sure to be people who wanted nothing to do with Westerners bestowing charity on their village.

“Di. Dammit. Wait.” Riley chambered a round in his weapon, and assessed the cement pad and their surroundings in one quick security sweep. He vaulted to the ground and kept his weapon ready, while he searched for threats.

Di, even after all the discussions they’d had over the last four days, was oblivious as she hugged her friend, Lailani, tightly. Fortunately the husband was equally security-minded. Riley nodded.

“You checked out the area?” he asked in rough Tagalog after they exchanged names and brief nods.

Magtanggol nodded again. “We should hurry.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Riley said grimly. “Trade and go.”

Di started, “Oh, but—”

Magtanggol shook his head fiercely.

Riley handed him the keys to the truck.

The man gripped his hand tightly and shook. “Thank you for coming.” Then he passed over the keys to the ancient sedan to Riley.

“Riley.” Di pleaded. Rain ran in rivulets down her face. Riley wasn’t sure but he thought she might be crying and he thanked Christ he couldn’t tell.

Riley’s danger meter was going crazy. They needed to get out of here. Now. “Your friends need to get in the truck. Now. And we need to get out of here.”

But before she could carry out his orders, from behind him Riley heard the clicks of multiple weapons being cocked.

“Hands up, lace your fingers together and put your hands on the back of your head. Do it slowly.” The shock of it was the command came from Di’s ‘friend’, Magtanggol. And Riley had no bargaining chip because he’d already handed over the keys. There was nothing to stop them from killing Riley and Di and taking it all. Riley had to hope that wasn’t their plan.

“Do it, Di.” Riley swore softly but did as he was told. They were outnumbered and very outgunned.

“We’re going to sit and have a little chat.”

“Magtanggol? Lailani?” Riley couldn’t see her but he could hear the confusion, the upset in Di’s voice.

Another five soldiers melted out of the woods their weapons trained on Riley and Di. They were surrounded. Fuck.

Magtanggol gestured with his weapon, a freaking .357, and as a group they moved toward the little municipal house. Lailani opened the door and gestured for Riley and Di to go inside which Riley took as a good sign. If they were going to kill them they likely would have shot them outside and just dragged their bodies into the jungle.

He still wasn’t quite sure how, or if, they were going to get out of this but he’d die trying to save Diana. “Just follow their orders, “ Riley commanded softly.

The inside of the little one room structure was clearly a meeting room. There was a long wood plank table with a rough uneven surface and ten crudely-carved wood chairs. Magtanggol shoved the chairs out from the table. “Have a seat. Place your palms flat on the tabletop where we can see them at all times.”

“Why don’t you just let Diana drive on out of here?” Riley smiled his most charming, non-threatening smile. “For old times’ sake.”

But no one answered.

The tension in the room slowly tightened as everyone took a seat. Riley absolutely hated the fact that there were six weapons trained on Di.

Lailani had tilted her head and was studying him with a curious expression. She finally said, “We have no quarrel with you.”

“Funny. It doesn’t look that way from the amount of firepower in the room.” Sweat bloomed on his forehead.

“We would be naive and stupid if we didn’t treat you as a threat, with your experience and the business you are in.”

Riley was more confused than ever but he smiled as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “Delivering school supplies?”

“Come Mr. Stone. Ingenuousness does not suit you,” Lailani mocked.

“This is a waste of time,” Magtanggol said abruptly. “Let’s just say we are aware of your other...more covert business.”

Riley continued to smile vacuously but inside he was swearing like the sailor he used to be. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“What are you talking about?” Di asked.

Fuckity fuck fuck. For a moment he’d even forgotten about Di.

“We assume that Mr. Stone is also working for Stone Consulting while he delivers your school supplies.”

Riley kept silent. But Di, dammit, did not. “Stone Consulting?”

“How do you think Global Humanitarian Relief funds all their good deeds?” Magtanggol continued, putting a nail in his coffin with every word. “It is our guess is that the other arm of the company, Stone Consulting, actually paid for our school supplies to be delivered.”

“If you believe that is the case, then why are you holding us at gunpoint?” Riley asked pleasantly.

“One cannot be too careful when dealing with the Stone brothers,” Lailani said grimly.

She was right about that.

“Let Di go.” Riley wanted those guns off Di now.

“We’re going to let both of you go.” Lailani steepled her hands together.

Riley wanted to relax but words weren’t actions and no one had lowered their weapons. “So what is it that you want?”

“When you communicate with your client. I want you to tell them that MNLF is firmly committed to the peace accord,” Magtanggol demanded softly.

“What?” Di queried. “I already know that.”

“Now would be a good time to keep quiet, sweetheart.”

“Di, my name is Di.”

“His other client,” Magtanggol said firmly.

Riley calculated the odds that this was some sort of strange trap, but for the life of him, he couldn’t see what angle they could be working. If he understood correctly, all they wanted was for him to relay information to the U.S. government. If he went on that supposition, the obvious conclusion was that they were not going to harm either him or Di. They needed them. He nodded slowly giving up the pretense of ignorance. “Okay.”

And for once Di was silent.

“We are tired of fighting.” Magtanggol shrugged and placed his weapon on the table. Slowly everyone else did the same. “We want our children to grow up in peace. To be able to learn and thrive.”

“Why this method of delivering the message?”

“Because while we may want peace and the Philippine government may want peace, there are factions in the military who do not,” Magtanggol revealed. “That’s what we need your government to know.”

Riley shot a furtive glance at Di. Her eyes were wide...and angry. Riley had a feeling all that anger was going to be directed at him and soon.

He’d already gathered intel on the rebels’ weaponry, vehicles, and the general state of mind on the island. Their information confirmed what he’d been able to glean from his conversations of the last few days. Most of  the rebels really did want peace. “Anything else?”

“Yes. You really are in danger.” Magtanggol frowned. “That same faction, the military, has been following your movements around Jolo. Our intelligence says they are going to try to capture you, kill you and blame the rebels, us.”

“Well that certainly doesn’t appeal to me,” Riley said calmly.

“We laid a false trail for them. And I know you have been keeping the truck’s owner apprised of your routes each day.”

Riley nodded. Thinking it was a good thing he hadn’t known about this final delivery, and that he hadn’t given the information to the truck’s owner, or they’d have been screwed.

Magtanggol pulled out a paper map and spread it over the table. He traced an alternate route back to Jolo with his fingers. “This is the way you need to return.”

“Won’t that take us straight through the military stronghold?” Riley studied the map.

“It will, but you also have the capability to travel through the jungle, if necessary.” Magtanggol meant if they were discovered and pursued by the soldiers. “Plus they will be looking for you in an alternate section of the jungle.”

“We will also draw the soldiers away from your route back to Jolo.” Magtanggol smiled. “But we cannot engage them. It would violate the terms of the peace accord. We cannot. You understand this?”

“I do.” Riley’s temper was starting to simmer. “You planned all of this?”

Lailani and Magtanggol nodded.

Riley shoved his chair away from the table and stood, fists clenched. “And you let your friend walk into possible death without a care?”

“We did not worry.” Lailani shook her head beseechingly. “Why do you think we told her to hire you?”





~Six~

The silence from her side of the car was deafening.

She was pissed...and crying. Riley tried to ignore Di’s sniffles. She was tough enough that he figured she wouldn’t want him mentioning her tears. But they got to him.

Big time.

Especially the tears of a fairly confident, competent woman like Di. The urge to pull her into his arms and offer her comfort nagged at him, until he knew he had to do something or he would give in to the urge to offer physical consolation. And it was neither the time or the place.

“You okay?” He took his attention off the road long enough to gauge her response.

“I’m fine,” she answered but it was watery. Too watery. “Except for the fact that you had another agenda.”

Okay. He hadn’t figured she’d learn of his secondary mission but it was too late to hide it now. The reality was that her friends had put her into a dangerous situation and he was more equipped than someone without his training to get her out of this mess.

“My primary objective is to keep you safe.” But Riley couldn’t lie. The intelligence that they’d given him was golden. Because he was pretty sure the prevailing thought in the U.S. was that if anyone broke the treaty it would be the more radical factions of MNLF. So assuming that her friends were telling the truth, the U.S. government needed to understand that the true threat to peace was a faction of the Philippine military. Not the members of MNLF or the other rebel groups.

And if that faction knew that Riley and Di had that information, and that Riley had the connections to relay it to the U.S. government, they were dead.

Shit. It all circled back to her friends. “Shouldn’t you be pissed at your friends?”

He was still angry that they’d put Di in danger.

“She tried to stop me from coming with the supplies.”

“Wait. What?” Riley continued to scan the road. They had at least an hour before they were back in Jolo. He likely wouldn’t rest until they were on the plane back to the States tomorrow. Nothing like being in country with a military target on your back.

“I ignored her. I wanted to come home.”

“Home?”

“I told you I grew up here.” Di swallowed down a sob.

She’d stopped crying. And she wasn’t yelling at him. Which he’d like to avoid. Distraction was the key to diffusing her anguish and her anger. Riley was pretty sure if he could get her talking she’d forget she was pissed at him.

“So what made you start Tools for Schools?”

“Books, school were a place of safety when I was a kid.” She wiped away the tears from her cheeks. “We didn’t have much.”

Based on his knowledge of the island’s history, he knew that when she was growing up that the entire island was a haven for terrorists of many persuasions. Definitely not a calm, peaceful environment. It was only in the last twelve years that with the U.S. government and corporate sponsors that the day to day violence had tapered off.

Riley waited patiently, knowing she wasn’t done.

“Then when I was fourteen, my parents sent me back to the States to boarding school.”

She was quiet. So quiet, that he chanced another look at her. But her gaze was focused far away in the past. “I hated it. Everything was different. Bigger, louder, more chaotic. I didn’t fit anywhere since I’d spent my childhood in a rural island culture. And I missed my friends. But I found my way with books. I buried myself in books. Found new worlds. Found myself.”

Books. His nemesis. Her saviors.

“But my friends here weren’t as lucky,” Di said quietly. “So I started collecting leftover books, mostly for teens and I would mail them to my friends. When I finished a book I would send it along. If the library was cleaning out their stacks, I’d send those.”

Riley admired her for thinking about her friends at such a normally self-absorbed age.

“But soon it got to be too expensive, because the boxes were heavy. So I solicited donations to pay for the shipping.”

“So your activism roots started early.” He glanced at her and smiled a warm, real smile. 

She smiled back, her face lit with genuine understanding. “Yep.”

“That’s great.”

“Then I went away to college. But I kept sending books whenever I could. And then my friends started asking for their younger siblings, or their cousins, or now, their kids. And boy is that weird.”

Riley shuddered. He couldn’t even imagine.

“So after college I used my business degree and I set up Tools for Schools.”

“That’s great.” And he meant it. What a fantastic way to give back to the place that had nurtured her through her childhood.

“Thanks.” She smiled tremulously.

They were just passing through the area that worried him the most so he turned his attention to their surroundings. “Keep a lookout for anything out of the ordinary or unusual.”

“Why?”

“According to my intel and Magtanggol, this is the most dangerous pass we have to traverse right here.”

Riley was worried. There were so many variables at play. If anyone from their little band leaked their route back to Jolo they were dead. If the military decided to send out multiple convoys, instead of just following the route Riley had given the truck rental place, they were dead. If the MNLF were wrong about the military’s plans, they were dead.

He really didn’t like how much dead kept popping up in his vocabulary right now. “I need you to be hyper-vigilant.”

“I got that.” Di propped her chin on her fist and kept a lookout.

The temptation to rev the engine and get the hell out of here was strong. But for one, the car that her friends had given them for the trip back likely wouldn’t go much more than thirty-five. Any car in this area wasn’t going to move fast. To blend in, they needed to maintain their cover speed.

The tension in the car rose as they slowly puttered along. And Riley’s feeling of unease grew. Riley heaved a silent sigh and willed the hard knot of tension to loosen. “About another hour.” Maybe a little more if the rain kept up.

Riley scanned their surroundings. Then he noted the deep furrows on the side of the road. Furrows likely made by heavy truck tires as in military trucks. Shit. That wasn’t a good sign.

He glanced in the rear view mirror, looking for any other signs of soldiers or heavy trucks. But he didn’t see any.

“I have a bad feeling about this.” He handed her the extra weapon. “Be ready.”

Di nodded, her face reflected the same unease that was pulling at his gut.

And then Riley heard the rumble of heavy trucks over the light rain. Trucks plural. Shit this could not be good.

“We need to bail.” Riley quickly pulled the car as far off the road and into the brush and vegetation as possible, turned off the engine, and hoped that the indeterminate color would be hidden by the rain and bushes.

Not to mention that there were enough abandoned cars along the roadsides on Jolo that hopefully whoever was in the trucks would take note but not stop. If they touched the hood of the car they would know that it had been recently driven.

But they should be looking for the delivery truck. Not this old sedan.

“What?”

“Now.”

“But—”

“Not the time to argue.” He grabbed his backpack from the back seat, shoved open the driver’s door. “Trust me.”

Thankfully she shut her mouth and sprang into action.

They exited the car at the same time and slammed their doors shut. Riley hustled around the front of the car, grabbed Di’s hand, and tugged her into the overgrown cover of the jungle just as a convoy of trucks came from the direction of Jolo city. They shouldn’t even be on this road. Dammit.

Riley pulled Di behind the trunk of a Narra tree and pressed her back against the wide trunk. Fortunately their clothing should blend right into nature’s color palette. He leaned into her, pressed her head into his neck, surrounded her. If he could absorb her into his skin so that no one would notice her, he would.

“You understand that if they find us. They will kill us and blame your friends.” Riley said softly into her ear, “It’s a lose-lose for us and them.”

“More for us,” she said drily.

Riley held his weapon down by his leg but realistically he knew that his one weapon against a truckload of well-armed soldiers was worthless. Di’s heart beat so hard he could feel the tremble of her breasts. And if he wasn’t so worried about the possibility of discovery he’d be enjoying the way Di was pressed up against him, her body closer to his than ever before.

The trucks, two of them, lumbered along the muddy road. Riley could see two rows of soldiers, lined up on benches in the back, sixteen or so per truck.

He rested his forehead on Di’s shoulder and swore softly. There was no way he could hold off thirty-two men. He had to pray that they kept driving. The first truck slowed. “Fuck,” he gritted out softly.

Di’s body tensed beneath his. “What’s wrong?” she whispered.

“They’re slowing.”

The driver peered through the windshield at the car. He called out something indistinguishable to the soldiers behind them, then lifted a piece of paper to his face. Riley had never prayed harder in his life. Hopefully they were looking for the truck.

“Drive on by,” Riley muttered. For fuck’s sake.

“These aren’t the droids you’re looking for.” Di’s lips moved against his neck.

He wanted to laugh. Instead he kept his gaze trained on the soldiers. And tried to come up with anything he could do to protect Di if they got out and came to investigate the car.

Finally the driver shook his head. One of the guys in back lifted a two-way radio to his mouth and began to speak. The driver of the second truck gave the first driver a thumbs up.

“Don’t move.” He nuzzled the skin of her neck. “Looks like they’re driving on by, but we need to stay perfectly still, in case anyone is watching the jungle.”

“Okay,” she said breathlessly.

The soldiers in the back of the trucks continued to scan the vegetation. Riley prayed to every God he’d ever heard of that he and Di hadn’t left any major tracks that they soldiers could see. Their exit from the car and into the trees hadn’t exactly been stealthy.

Di held her breath as they waited for the trucks to pass.

Finally the trucks disappeared around the bend in the road. And still Riley didn’t move. But he was suddenly far more aware of the world around them. Rain dripped from the canopy above, and slid down the back of his neck, his clothes were soaked. The supple strength of Di’s body heated his front, her nipples were hard buttons against his pecs, and her breath was hot against the shell of his ear.

Monkeys chattered in the tree tops, frogs croaked, and birds clicked and clacked. Steam rose from the jungle floor bathing the entire area in a soft, white mist as the rain trailed off.

And still he waited.

“Can we move yet?” But there was no sense of urgency to her question, and her body had softened and melted against his.

“Not yet,” Riley said. “We need to wait, make sure they don’t double back.”

“Do you really think they will?” Di asked doubtfully.

“I refuse to let anything happen to you.”

Riley’s mind was moving at Mach speed as he flipped through different possible scenarios. If they were lucky, the soldiers would assume they would stick to their plan. The one that even Riley had thought they’d be following and they’d given to the truck owner. Di’s deception may have just saved them. If her friends came through, then the soldiers should continue up that hill and into the mountains.

“Do you think Lailani and Magtanggol will be okay?”

“If the soldiers follow our originally planned route, your friends will be fine.” Riley nuzzled the delicate skin beneath Di’s ear. “They should get back to their sitio before the soldiers intersect with the original route we filed.”

Damn he wished they still had the SAT phone. But they’d gotten rid of it just in case the military had the radar to track them if they used it. He’d hated to leave it behind but no one could get here to help them and the chance that the military could find them if they used it convinced Riley to leave it.

“Can we get back in the car soon?” Di asked. Her hands had come up to hold onto Riley, fingers fisted in the belt loops at his sides and her hips canted toward his.

His cock, which had been at half mast, surged to life at her surrounding heat.

Adrenaline had dumped into his system at the danger when he’d heard the trucks. The chemical now morphed into raging desire. Desire he couldn’t assuage here and now, dammit.

But they could have a little fun until they needed to move.

Riley kissed a slow path down the side of her neck and nudged aside the collar of her cotton shirt to press soft, sucking kisses against her delicate collarbone.

Di was pulling his shirt from his combat pants, her palm hot and smooth against his back, when he heard the tell-tale rumble. Fuck.

“They’re coming back.” Riley jerked away from her. “Let’s go.”

“Go where?” She tugged at her hand ineffectually.

“In there.” Riley nodded toward the jungle. “Quickly.”

Di’s eyes widened but she nodded, and they took off.

 

***

Hours later, Di sagged against the trunk of a Narra tree. Every bone and muscle in her body was sore and aching. And all she’d done was follow in Riley’s footsteps. Once they’d ventured further into the jungle and could no longer see the road, Riley took a wicked-looking machete from his pack and started swinging to clear a path.

He’d stop and consult his watch, then adjust their direction, so minutely that it didn’t seem to her that it would make much difference, but he seemed to think it would.

Gone was the suave, charming guy. Several hours in the jungle, and he was stripped of that veneer. Instead, Riley was pure primal male. The stubble on his face should have softened the line of his jaw, instead he seemed more hard angles and uncompromising strength. His arm muscles rippled with exertion as he swung the machete through the vegetation. Sweat blotched his t-shirt and sheened his body. Every line screamed predator, and protector. His face was feral and fierce. And she had no doubt that he would defend her with his life.

Darkness would fall soon. And she was woman enough to admit that the idea of spending the night in the open, such as it was, jungle was terrifying. She’d managed to put all the bugs and snakes out of her mind while they were moving. But now that they’d stopped, every swish and rustle of the leaves made her wonder what was beneath them or crawling on the trees and ferns.

So far they hadn’t seen any snakes, but honestly she hadn’t been looking too hard.

Riley had mustered on, stopping when she needed to rest, never judging, never complaining. From the bowels of his never-ending backpack, he’d pulled out a water bottle and some purifying tablets.

He glanced at his watch, then looked up. The sky was a gray blur above the thick canopy of trees. “We’re going to need to stop.”

“Stop?!” Di protested. “Shouldn’t we keep going?” Even she could hear the panic in her voice.

“Di.” Riley laid a comforting hand on her shoulder, but even the reassuring weight of his capable palm couldn’t quite calm her. “We’ll be okay.”

Riley swung his backpack off his shoulders, and then unzipped the main pocket. With a wicked smile, he pulled out what looked like a thin nylon and mesh rectangle. “Shelter.”

“What is it?”

“A tent.” With economical movements, he set up the very small tent. It was going to be a tight fit.

Riley nodded to the tree she’d been leaning against. “Best go to the little girls’ room on the other side of that tree. I don’t want you wandering off.”

Di snorted. As if.

By the time she took care of business, Riley had the tent completely set up. He’d pulled two MRE’S, ready to eat meals, from another pouch in his magic backpack . He handed one to Di and opened his own and sucked it down.

“How did you—”

“Preparation.” Riley grinned. His face had a slash of dirt across one cheekbone and his short dark hair was mussed, but his hazel eyes glowed with amusement. “I only have enough for a day.”

“But you still thought to bring this with us.” He couldn’t possibly have predicted the events of the last few hours and yet, he’d still managed to have the right supplies.

“That’s what you pay me for.”

Thank goodness she’d chosen GHR. Except, she hadn’t really. Betrayal burned in her breast. Lailani should have known better than to put her in danger. What if she’d chosen some other company to bring the school supplies to Jolo? What if Riley hadn’t been as competent as they’d believed? Di would likely be dead. Or worse.

“Look. Most of our deliveries were within a day or two walk from the main city.” Riley efficiently wrapped his trash in a plastic bag and stored it in another pocket of the magic backpack.

Emotion clogged her throat as she realized that he was more than a charming, pretty face. And thank goodness for that. “Thank you.”

His teeth were a small flash in his face, but he didn’t reply as they finished cleaning up from their dinner.

“After you.” Riley bowed as if he were dressed in a formal tux and she in an evening gown. And Di wanted to giggle. But she wasn’t a giggler. Ever. So what the hell kind of spell had he cast over her?

She slid into the very small tent. “This is going to be a—”

“Tight fit.” Riley’s voice was low and full of promise.

Di shivered as his husky voice rasped over her nerve endings. She shimmied into the tent and then she started to shiver in earnest, but not from his sexy voice.

She was wet and cold.

Di began to take off her boots. She could feel Riley behind her, and as soon as he zipped the tent completely closed the interior began to heat up. But Di was still shaking hard as she removed her damp socks.

She was thinking about the night to come, and about trying to resist his charms, until he said, “You need to take everything off.”





~Seven~

“Excuse me?” Di’s voice was snippy, her back stiff with disapproval.

Riley knew the only way to overcome her resistance to taking off her clothes was to piss her off even more. He had to get her out of those wet clothes.

“Come on, sweetheart, don’t be a prude,” he drawled. The anger would heat her up too.

She plopped down on the ‘floor’. “While your request was charming,” she sneered. “I don’t think so.”

Riley leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “You’ve got to take it off, or you’ll get hypothermia.”

“We’re in the jungle,” she scoffed.

“But it cools off at night and your clothes are damp. What’s wrong, don’t you trust yourself around me?”

That did it. As Riley thought it might. She ripped her tan Henley over her head and he could make out the sinuous line of her back in the fading light. Ry swallowed when he saw her pale blue lace bra.

“Where are we going to dry them?” She shimmied out of her cargo pants and he nearly groaned at the matching thong panties. Of course a woman as down to earth as Di, who dressed straight out of an REI catalog, wore barely there lace underwear that revealed her absolutely stunning ass.

“We’ll lay the clothes out underneath us.” Riley pulled his camouflage shirt over his head, his words muffled as he continued. “We’ve got two Mylar survival blankets. We’ll put one on top of the clothes, and then the other on top of us.”

Riley awkwardly removed his boots and pants. Heated skin, floral perfume, and ozone after a hard rain scented the air in the tiny tent.

This was going to be hell.

Riley hadn’t done it on purpose. On the other hand, he was looking forward to holding her in his arms.

He carefully laid the clothes out, then lay the first blanket over their damp clothes. Then he opened the second blanket. “Lie down.”

Di said, “We’re going to bed now?”

“Unless you’ve got a better idea.” The amusement in his voice was clear.

She harrumphed and then spread out.

Riley lay down behind her and pulled the blanket over their cool bodies. Di shivered again. “Don’t hit me,” he said. “But we need to get you warm.”

Her teeth began to chatter. “Ok-okay.”

Riley spooned up against her back and legs, then curled his arm around her waist and pulled her snug to his body. He tried not to think about the fact that the only barrier between the naked skin of her ass was his cotton boxer briefs. Her whole body shook as he tried to rub some warmth into her skin.

“God, your skin is soft,” he whispered as her shivering began to abate.

“Yours is hot,” she stuttered.

He rubbed his hands over her skin. She was finally starting to warm up. Riley scooted his groin away from the curve of her butt as the proximity of their bodies began to impact his. But before he could ease even further away, she instinctively edged back to connect skin to skin as many places as she could, her body seeking the heat of his.

“Oh.” In her attempts to get warm, she’d managed to caress his fully stiff cock with her butt.

Riley cleared his throat. “Sorry.” But he wasn’t. He was a normal, healthy male with a naked female body cuddled up against his. The fact that his body responded was completely natural.

Di tried to lay perfectly still. The warm male body behind her was a distraction, no question. He felt good. Better than good. Amazing. His body was usually hidden beneath clothes that fit but didn’t necessarily emphasize his ripped muscles. He was an exquisite muscular work of art, with sleek biceps and a rippling eight pack. She’d nearly moaned aloud when he’d pulled his shirt over his head.

She blushed. Not that he could see it. Her heart picked up tempo, and arousal rushed to her sex. The man was sex on a stick and she was practically naked and pressed up against him. Her nipples peaked and her body responded to the attraction she’d been trying desperately to ignore. But suddenly ignoring the physical sensations pouring through her was impossible.

Riley rubbed her skin roughly trying to warm her up. But Di wasn’t shivering from the cold anymore. She was responding to his rough hands sliding up and down her arms and the persistent throb of his erection against her ass.

Was his breath coming faster? She felt the hot puff against the back of her neck and her pulse quickened. Di held her breath, wishing, hoping he’d make a move.

She wouldn’t stop him.

She knew with the very core of her being that sex with him would be amazing. Fantastic. An out-of-body experience. And after this crazy day and his confession, she wanted him more than ever. She wanted the experience of Riley Stone sliding hot and hard into her body.

But Riley only continued to rub her skin, without any sexual undertones. He was trying to impersonally warm her up. While they were almost naked. It was enough to make a lesser girl cringe.

What the hell was she doing, waiting for him to make a move?

She was no coward. She’d learned a long time ago to go after what she wanted. And she wanted Riley Stone.

Di took a deep breath and rolled around quickly so they were face to face. Riley jerked back in surprise, his face an impassive mask. Di didn’t give him time to say anything. She pressed her mouth to his and ran her hands down his hard body.

For an instant, he froze. Not even his mouth moved beneath hers. Her breasts rubbed against his chest as she wrapped her arms around his muscled torso and slid her leg between his muscled thighs. The hot spear of his erection throbbed against the sensitive skin of her stomach. But he still hadn’t moved.

Di’s influx of confidence began to fade. Maybe she’d read the signals wrong. Maybe he turned that sexual charm on everyone whether he was interested or not.

The thought hadn’t even cleared her brain when Riley burst into action. And they combusted. He cupped her face in his large hands, slanted his head and devoured her mouth. While he attacked her mouth, he rolled her onto her back and then over on top of her. His heavy weight anchored her to the Mylar blanket beneath them, and she ran her hands along the muscled smoothness of his back and down to his ass.

Riley dragged his tongue down her neck and her body tingled. He nipped at her collarbone and pressed wet, open-mouthed kisses along her shoulder while his hands explored her body.

He skimmed his fingertips across her chest and her nipples tightened into hard painful peaks, but he didn’t touch. Instead he smoothed his hand along her arm, until his palm slid against hers and he laced their fingers together and stopped long enough to press a sweet kiss to her knuckles.

She clamped her arm around his neck and pulled him in closer. She twined her body around his like the orchids that sinuously wrapped around the trunks of the tropical trees.

Riley rocked his hips into hers, the hard blade of his erection rubbed her clit and everything in her clenched, then softened. He ate at her mouth like a man starving.

All thoughts that he wasn’t interested flew away in an instant. This was not the practiced seduction of a player. Instead he touched her as if he were ravenous for a taste, as if he’d couldn’t stand to be separated from her for even an instant.

She moaned softly in the private cocoon of the little tent and trembled from the sensations bombarding her. Riley rocked into her, once, twice, then groaned long and hard. He tore his mouth from hers.

His hair was mussed and sticking straight up from her fingers as his chest heaved and his cock throbbed against her clit. She was so close. Which is why at first his words didn’t register.

“We have to stop.”

Finally his meaning penetrated. Stop? Was he out of his mind?

He was propped up above her, his arms flexed as he supported his body, hovering over top of her.

“What?”

“Do you have any condoms?” he asked.

“I get a quarterly shot,” she said desperately. Which she did.

Riley pushed all the way off her and rolled to his back. His cock tented his underwear and looked to be painful.

“I won’t put you at risk.” Riley threw his forearm over his eyes and groaned as if in pain.

“You have a disease I should know about?”

Riley snorted. “Of course not.”

“And you don’t have any condoms with you?”

“No. Dammit,” Riley snarled.

But her heart sank as she realized that this wasn’t about condoms, this was about him and her and about them together.

“So you’re refusing to have sex with me.” Di enunciated each word clearly, wanting his rejection to be absolutely clear. Di crossed her arms over her chest, trying unobtrusively to cover her body. Her physical nakedness was no match for her emotional one, she felt rejected, exposed.

But that humiliation turned to anger. Rage bubbled in her stomach and roiled through her body. Even under threat and running from danger, he couldn’t be bothered to have sex with her.

“I think refusing is the wrong word.” Riley gutted out, “Postponing, would be better.”

“You think you’re going to charm your way out of this?” she snarled. “With everything that’s happened over the last few days and the threat of the military finding us, I’m not good enough to bang?”

No way was she going to let him get away with trying to charm her out of embarrassment. She was going to make him face up to his rejection.

Riley yanked her on top of him, and she stared down into his angular, handsome face, covered with the day’s stubble and a smudge of dirt. He looked primal, and angry. What the hell did he have to be angry about? He was the one refusing her.

“Look. I have rules. And number one on my list is: No sex without double protection. Ever. It’s a rule I refuse to break.”

“Right.” Sarcasm was her refuge.

“I am not going to end up like my father, with a bunch of kids running around that he didn’t want.” Riley’s eyes darkened with residual pain. “I will not be like him,” he said fiercely.

At first she thought he was still handing her a line. After all, he was good at them. Charm, cajole, sweet talk. But as she looked into his desperate hazel gaze, she saw the remnants of childhood pain.

“Oh, Riley.” Di finally understood that he wasn’t rejecting her. He was rejecting the situation. “Postponing, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“I really do get a quarterly shot,” she said softly.

“Con’s mother was on the pill. Apparently dear old dad had power sperm,” Riley snarked. “I take after him in a lot of ways. What if that’s one of them? I won’t leave you vulnerable to an unexpected pregnancy. It’s double contracepation, double protection, or nothing.”

And with that her heart melted again.

“Don’t doubt that I want you.” He nudged his hips upward, then gripped her waist and lifted her until her breasts were even with his mouth. He slid his palms along her sides and up until he was cupping her breasts in his hands. His thumbs brushed her nipples over and over, and he stared at his hands on her body as if fascinated by the contrast of his muscular wrists and long fingers on her paler, more delicate skin. His hot tongue traced the edge of her lace bra over the mounds of her breasts and then without warning he sucked her nipple into his mouth. Hard.

The hot pull of his mouth hit her sex like a punch. She gripped his shoulders in her palms and offered her breasts for his worship.

Di let her head fall forward, her hot, pulsing sex rested on Riley’s straining abs, as she kissed him. She kissed his forehead, kissed across his face, and over to his ear. She sucked the sensitive skin of his earlobe into her mouth mimicking his pulls on her breasts, the sensation sizzled along her nerve endings and lust burst inside.

In an incredibly athletic move, Riley lifted her over his head, his mouth and teeth trailed a path over her stomach. Good God, he was strong. Then he pushed her up until his mouth could reach her mound and she straddled his face.

Riley pressed an open-mouthed kiss over her clit before he dragged her silk panties down with his thumbs and exposed her to his intimate kiss. The light in the quiet tent was nearly gone highlighting all of her other senses.

The scents of her musk and his arousal were thick in the murky air of the tent. Inside the shadowy cocoon, rain pattered on the waterproof ceiling and drowned out the other sounds of the jungle, entwining them in a thick intimate bubble.

She knew she should probably stop him, but she was drowning in sensation. Her body was one big sexual nerve as he brought her to a fever pitch of arousal. Every muscle trembled at the expert way he strummed her higher. Her sex clenched, begging for a thicker, harder penetration than the silken thrust of his tongue.

Riley didn’t want Di to think that he didn’t want her and he refused to put her at risk. However he could show her how much he craved her.

Her skin tasted of a hint of salt and the sweet perfume of her arousal made him dizzy with want. “I’m going to lick you right up,” he growled against her sex.

Riley buried his nose in her curls and inhaled. “You smell divine.” He sucked the button of her clit into his mouth and curled his tongue around the engorged bud.

Every moan he pulled from her was a triumph. He explored her sex, licking the slick folds. Then he thrust his tongue inside her channel, and pulled her down until she was grinding against his face. The sounds she was making while he feasted on her were driving him higher and higher. He was going to have the biggest case of blue balls in the history of mankind but he didn’t care as long as he sent her over the edge into satisfaction.

Riley spread his fingers wide over the generous curve of her ass and rocked her against his face. He nipped her clit then ferociously ate at her sex until she let go with an involuntary groan. He continued to lick and suck her clit, reveling in the throb of her sex against his mouth.

The tension that had suffused her body blast away with the force of her orgasm, and Riley rejoiced as she collapsed boneless against his face.

He pressed a sweet kiss to her sex and she shuddered as phantom ripples of desire feathered over her skin and her breath heaved in her chest. Her thighs trembled from the sensual explosion.

Riley blew a puff of breath against her quivering sex and smiled as she jerked from the barely there contact.

His dick was harder than the barrel of his gun. But he didn’t care in the slightest.

“Let me.” She started to slide down his body.

Di had just come harder than she’d ever come in her life. Her body was suffused with endorphins and the fervent wish to repay him in kind.

The tent had grown so dark that she couldn’t even see her hand in front of her face. She pushed up to her knees and slid her hand down to the elastic waist of his tight boxer briefs. But Riley stopped her. “It’s okay.” His voice was deep, rough.

It wasn’t okay. “But—”

He rationalized, “We don’t have anything to clean up with.”

She caressed his balls and he groaned again. She bowed over and kissed her way down Riley’s face. She traced his features with her fingers, the arch of his eyebrow, the slight laugh lines that fanned out from his eyes, and only made him more appealing because it was clear he laughed alot. The high aristocratic cheekbones. She trailed her index finger along his nose and over the sensual curve of his lips.

He had a mouth made for kissing. She pressed a liquid, wet, kiss of gratitude to his mouth and tasted her own passion on his tongue. She sipped from him and made love to his mouth, and lost herself in the pleasure of pleasing him.

She could tell he was smiling as she kissed the curve of his mouth. She lay down along his side, and continued to kiss him in slow, sweet sensual abandon.

“What was that for?” he asked when she finally stopped.

“Because I could.”





~Eight~

Riley’s watch vibrated, buzz-buzz-buzz, against his wrist.

He came fully awake from his light sleep. Dawn was breaking. The light inside the very small tent was barely there and cast everything in a pale gray haze. Di’s smooth skin and lean limbs were draped over his body as if they’d slept together for years rather than one night.

Her light brown lashes fanned against the angles of her cheekbones, and her mouth, that mouth that had kissed him so sweetly, was soft and curved in sleep. Her short blond hair lay on her forehead and curled against her cheek and jaw.

All her edges disappeared when she was relaxed and asleep. He loved her edges. The quick wit, the acerbic comments, the way she called him on his bullshit.

But this softer, sweeter Di was appealing too.

Riley let himself just lie there and watch her sleep for a bit. As the sun was coming up, Di started to wake and as consciousness came back to her he could see the edges take shape. Until she stretched, yawned wide and opened her pale, ice blue eyes.

“Rise and shine, honey,” he drawled.

A deep flush worked over her body as her memory returned with her edges.

He thought for a minute that she wouldn’t meet his gaze but not his Di. She resolutely lifted her chin and looked him straight in the eye. “Morning.”

Hopefully their clothes weren’t completely damp. The temperature in the island jungle was already rising. If they made good time, and avoided the military, they could still catch their flight out today.

He was pretty sure the soldiers hadn’t followed them. They’d be searching for them and the truck on the roads. They wouldn’t think to look in the jungle. And thanks to Lailani and Magtanggol they weren’t anywhere near the roads. But that didn’t mean they could relax. He wouldn’t relax until they were in the air and off Jolo Island.

“We need to get gone.” Riley executed a sit up with Di still half on top of him.

Her little hum of approval vibrated through him as he lifted her and set her to the side. Riley folded the Mylar blankets.

They put on their damp clothes, awkwardly bumping into each other in the tight confines of the little tent.

“Ugh.” But Di was smiling as she pulled on her Henley. The damp fabric clung to her pert breasts. Riley’s mouth watered. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on her again. Once they were safe. And had protection.

“If we don’t run into any trouble, we can likely make the airport in time to catch our flight.”

“But—”

“We need to get off this island.”

Before they left, he needed to write down as much information about the soldiers and the other rebel factions on the island as he could detail.

Riley had already noted the lat and long of where the trucks came from and where they were likely headed. He noted the type of vehicle, the number of soldiers, their uniforms, and weapons by texting into his cell phone. But his thumbs were slow.

“What are you doing?”

“Notes,” Riley said shortly as he laboriously entered the information.

“Do you...want some help?”

“Sure.” He handed her his cell. He dictated all the information he could think of while he broke down the tent. She entered the data in the phone far more quickly than he could.

After he was done speaking, Di kept typing. 

“What are you doing?”

“Adding to your notes.”

Riley raised his eyebrows. “Thanks.”

“Too bad we can’t just call someone for a pick up.” She joked as she finished entering the information in his cell.

“Yeah.” Unfortunately the cell was useless in the jungle. Even if there was someone they could safely call. “Let’s get moving. The sooner we get out of here, the happier I’ll be.”

Riley checked the coordinates on his watch and turned in the proper direction. That was when he realized what time it was.

Dammit. He’d missed his check-in with Jack.

Hopefully once they arrived back in Jolo he’d have time to make a call. It was first time he’d missed check-in. He actually had a few days before the company hit def-con one and came looking for them. And Riley knew that Jack had confidence in him and his ability to get the job done. So he shrugged and didn’t worry too much.

“Let’s hit it.”

 

***

 

They landed in San Francisco almost twenty hours after getting on the plane in Jolo by the skin of their teeth.

“It is now safe to use your portable electronic devices. Please refrain from leaving your seat until the plane has stopped at the gate.”

Nanette, their first class flight attendant, made a point to stop by Riley’s seat. “It was a pleasure serving you today, Riley.” She practically purred the words, her mouth pursed and slicked with a new layer of glossy red lipstick as she rested her fingers on his wrist. “Please let me know if you need anything else.”

Beside him, Di stiffened. He could practically hear Di rolling her eyes at Nan’s barely veiled come-on.

“Thanks, Nan.” He kept his tone and smile light as he gently brushed off the unspoken offer. “Nice to see you again.”

He and Nanette had hooked up last year after they’d met on the exact same Manila to SFO flight. And he knew that with one suggestive smile and his Platinum Amex, they could be ensconced in a suite at the Westin about twenty minutes after clearing customs and within thirty he could be inside her.

But Riley didn’t want easy or flirty. He wanted the prickly, contrary, compassionate, silent woman on his right.

The gleam in Nanette’s eyes faded as she realized that Riley had no intention of a repeat of the last time they’d seen each other.

It wasn’t his fault he happened to know the flight attendant. From Di’s seat, the flight back had been filled with a condemning silence. She’d avoided talking to him for the long flight home by sleeping, or pretending to sleep, when he was awake. And he’d finally crashed about eight hours into the flight.

Now Di hustled ahead of him, barreling through the customs line with the focus of an Indy car driver on the straightaway to the checkered flag.

Customs wouldn’t take her long. They hadn’t gone back to their hotel in Jolo to get their bags. Riley wanted to avoid any possibility of being picked up by the Philippine military faction who was against the peace accord. He had known once they got to the relative safety of the Jolo Airport they would be okay.

Riley had ditched the knives and machete just before they hit the ornately-tiled arch to the Jolo Airport, but he had brought his other weapons home with him. So, for him, customs was going to be a little more involved. He unzipped his pack, whipped out his permits, and kept a tight eye on Di’s progress through the re-entry line.

Fortunately, she got held up at a slow moving customs counter, and he managed to speed through his own line so they finished at about the same time. Riley could see her heading for the parking garage. But he knew she didn’t have the keys to her car. They’d been left behind in the hotel.

“Di, wait up.”

She was practically running. He strode purposefully toward her and when he got close enough, he grabbed her bicep. She jerked to a stop so quickly that he almost ran into her. “How are you getting home?”

He really wanted to ask where home was. He didn’t even know where she lived.

“I’ll get a ride.” She pasted a totally fake smile on her lips and stared over his right shoulder.

It had only been seven days since they had left California. He definitely hadn’t thought they’d become besties during the trip but her frigid answer after their adventure in the jungle was pissing him off. “I’ll take you home.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“All part of the GHR package.” Riley let his company smile come out.

Her pale blue eyes narrowed, and her mouth pursed. She didn’t like it when he was his usual charming self. “Really. Not necessary.”

He held onto her arm in a tight but not hurtful grip. “I insist.” Riley said, “After all, we need to discuss the trip and what went right and what went wrong. GHR takes customer service very seriously.”

Which was bullshit, but damned if he’d let her leave him.

She wanted to call him on his lie. He could tell by every line in her body, but she finally nodded reluctantly. “Okay, fine.”

“Great.” He grinned at her. He was inordinately happy to get her in his clutches again. Riley lead her to long-term parking and his car. His brothers had more modern fast cars but Riley preferred his old-fashioned muscle car. The 1967 Pontiac GTO with custom leather seats and a 400 HO engine was a classic.

Fortunately, he’d carried his car keys in his emergency backpack—along with their passports, so they’d been able to get on the plane without any problems—so he had the means to get home. Otherwise, he’d have had to call one of his brothers to bring him the spare set.

When he lead Di to his car she merely raised an eyebrow and slid in the passenger seat. He knew she was re-thinking her interest in him. Perversely, her feigned indifference was hitting every single hot button he didn’t know he had. He’d be damned if now that they were back in the States she blew him off.

Riley knew all about opportunities and regrets. And while he was still on board with them getting together he’d been re-thinking things too. Riley’s Rules Number Eight: Never get involved with a client. He knew it was a very bad idea. But he’d likely jump if she asked how high.

Riley threw his backpack in the trunk and then got behind the wheel.

Di avoided him by scrolling through information on her cell phone.

“We need to talk about it,” Riley said as he fired up the super-charged engine. She was clearly still pissed about Nanette’s obvious come-on. But it wasn’t like he’d encouraged her.

“No we don’t.” She rolled toward the passenger door and curled into a tight ball. She might be blocking him out right this minute, but he wasn’t going to let this lie.

“Nan and I had a thing—”

“Wake me when we get to Monterey.” She fake yawned and effectively shut him down.

Dammit. Riley slammed his palms against the steering wheel. He wanted to push but she really did look exhausted. Her face was pale and the delicate skin beneath her ice blue, blank eyes was bruised. “Fine. We’ll talk later.”

Within minutes, Di was asleep.

Riley had tried to call Jack during their very quick layover in Manila but Jack hadn’t answered, which was beyond unusual. Jack always answered his cell. Riley was antsy to get back to the office and Monterey and figure out what was going on. In the meantime, he’d left a long message for Jack that didn’t get into specifics but let his big brother know that he had critical information for their client.

Since he hadn’t been able to touch base with Jack from the Philippines, Riley called Jack again while he navigated the road home. But Jack didn’t answer the office phone or his cell. Again. What the hell?

Riley frowned. He checked his cell in case he had a missed call or text. Connor had called him, several times a day, since he’d missed check in.

Weird.

Riley pressed speed dial and Con answered his cell immediately. “You okay?”

“Yeah. We’re fine.” Riley raised his eyebrows. Con sounded the tiniest bit worried.

“Where are you?”

“On 101 just south of Gilroy.”

“You’re back in the States?” Con burst out. “Jesus, Riley, you didn’t think to call?”

“I called Jack.” Riley glanced over at Di but she was still sound asleep. “What’s wrong ?”

Connor sounded like he’d taken a Jack pill. All worried and uptight.

“You missed check in. Twice.”

“We had a bit of a situation,” Riley understated. “And then I didn’t have time to call before we took off. I left Jack a message.”

“Yeah, well, Jack is basically MIA.” Con sighed. “And so were you. Ava, Jess, and I were...concerned.”

Was it his imagination or was there an emphasis on Ava and Connor? When did they get together? And since when did Connor and Jess even communicate with each other?

He’d only been out of the country for seven days, and out of touch for two. “Feeling a little like I went down the rabbit hole here, Con.”

“You have no idea.” Connor said, “Jack left a few days ago and we weren’t able to get ahold of him. You were gone and not checking in. Ava was attacked. The company computers survived an attempted hack.”

“Ava okay?” Riley pressed the pedal harder. He needed to get home. It sounded like all hell was breaking loose.

“Yeah. Long story.” But there was an easy smile in Con’s voice that Riley hadn’t heard in...ever.

“Tell it to me when I get there.”

“Will do.” Con asked, “You okay? Client okay?”

“Yeah.” Riley glanced over at Di who was softly snoring. “Getting there.”

“Ry?”

“Yeah?”

“Glad you’re home safe and sound.”

“Thanks, bro.” Riley swallowed. “See you soon.”

Riley glanced at her, noting her filthy pants. Riley had given her the one clean white t-shirt he’d carried in his pack. And he couldn’t stop the visceral thrill of seeing her in his oversized shirt. It was sophomoric and he didn’t care.

He tried to ignore the ripe smell coming from his own clothes. They hadn’t had time to do more than clean off with baby wipes, and slather on deodorant at the airport in Manila.

He shrugged and continued driving toward Monterey. She’d let him know where she lived when they got closer.

But as Riley motored down Highway 101, he realized if he let her go, even home to regroup, they’d never get back to where they’d been in that tent.

And he knew what he had to do. He wasn’t taking her home.





~Nine~

The sudden quiet woke Di. Disoriented, she blinked her eyes open and glanced around the strange car’s interior. She quickly flashed through the last day and half, and remembered Riley insisted on giving her a ride home. But she wasn’t home. She was in Riley’s car which was no longer moving. Where the hell were they?

Di glanced around and finally recognized the underground parking garage of GHR’s building. The distinctly American structure and sounds from the street above were harsh noise after the more natural sounds from the jungles and beaches of Jolo Island. She already missed the familiar scents and sounds of her childhood home.

Di stretched her arms above her head and yawned. She leaned her head back against the headrest and her head lolled to the side. She finally realized that Riley was getting their stuff from the trunk of his classic car.

“I don’t live here,” she said to him as he crouched down on the passenger side and rested his elbows on the open window frame.

“I know.” He gave her that smile. The one he’d tried to use on her in the office the very first time they met. She’d kind of been hoping that Riley wouldn’t make an appearance. But of course, he did. That Riley was the one who picked up flight attendants. And with that thought her temper started to simmer. Mostly at herself. She was the one stupid enough to think their encounter in the jungle had been the start of something. Stupid.

“Let’s go on up to the office.”

“I don’t want to go to the office,” she said politely through gritted teeth. “I want to go home.”

“We just have one last GHR detail to go over and then I’ll take you home.”

She didn’t trust him. His smile had an edge that hadn’t been there before. What was he up to?

“I can just call a cab,” she countered. “I don’t live too far from here.”

Di needed to get away from him. Now that they were back in the real world, she needed to get over this strange attraction that Riley Stone held for her. He was a player. She may have forgotten for a few insane moments in the jungle, but now she remembered. And she knew that the last thing she needed was to get involved with a guy like him. Even for a night.

She never thought she’d be grateful that he had rules but right now she was thanking the fates that they hadn’t had any condoms.

She needed to retreat back into her comfortable head space and chalk up that last day in the jungle to some sort of fear-induced aberrant behavior. Riley Stone couldn’t possibly be as sweet as she’d believed. Couldn’t possibly be as into her as she’d assumed. She must have romanticized him while they were fighting their way back to civilization.

“Not yet, honey.” He gripped his backpack, and her cell phone in his large, capable fist.

“Are you—are you holding me hostage?”

Riley laughed. The sound was rich, warm and very amused.

“Of course not.” But then he turned on his heel and headed for the building’s elevator, completely ignoring her wishes. “Come on.”

Di saw red. Who the hell did he think he was?

She stomped toward him and hopped into the elevator, just as the doors were closing on her. “Give me my cell.” She snatched at her smart phone but he held it above his head and slightly behind him so the only way she’d be able to reach it was if she pressed him flat against the elevator wall and plastered her body against his.

He raised an arched brow at her and smirked. Go for it, honey.

“Are you really that desperate?”

“You wanna press the button for the fourth floor?”

She wanted to bash him upside the head. Di clenched her fists, and took control of her temper. Then pressed the damn button.

They rode the elevator in silence. Once they got to the door to GHR, Riley extracted his office keys from the backpack and opened the door.

He bowed and extended his arm. “After you.”

Di snorted. And the inelegant sound made him smile. He was tired. He still had to file his top-secret report. And he needed to talk to her, had to make her see reason. See him.

Riley unlocked the door to Jack’s office and flipped on the lights. His palms were damp as he gestured to the chair across from Jack’s desk. “Have a seat.”

He thought about the first time he’d seen her sitting in that very chair. He’d walked into this room and something about her nearly brought him to his knees. But he knew now that she was immune to his charm. Immune to the one trait that defined him.

So why in the hell did he even want to pursue this?

Di threw herself into the black leather chair, while Riley sat down at Jack’s desk. A sheaf of papers lay scattered on the floor underneath the desk. He frowned. Why would there be papers under the desk? He glanced across the cordovan leather blotter and noticed that Jack’s fancy pen and holder were askew and the picture of the four siblings had fallen face down on the desktop. “What happened here?” he wondered aloud.

“Can we get through this?” Di sniped. “So I can go home and crash. This is ridiculous. It’s like you want me to be pissed at you.”

Riley hated the distance between them. Why had he ever thought that having the desk between them would lend credence to his words? She was mentally backing away with every word he uttered. And that was unacceptable.

He didn’t want her to go to her home. What he wanted was for her to go home with him and crash in his bed. And instead of finesse, he just blurted out, “Come home with me.”

Di blinked. Her pale brown lashes fanned across her high cheekbones and then lifted. “What?”

“Come home with me.”

“You’re out of your mind.” She stood abruptly. “I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, but you need to stop. Right now.”

Riley thought he’d lost. But then he watched her pulse flutter in the base of her throat. She was nervous.

Riley moved around the desk to stop her from leaving. “I have condoms there,” he said bluntly. Smooth. That was real smooth Riley.

“That’s great.” She gritted out, “Feel free to use them with Nanette.”

“But I don’t want her.”

She humphed. The sound a clear, yeah, right.

He rubbed a hand through his hair and grunted. “I am not doing this well.”

Di shook her head. “What is it you’re doing?”

“I like you,” Riley confessed. “I like you a lot.”

“No, you don’t,” Di shot back. “I like beer.”

“So do I.” He took a step toward her.

She took a step back. “I wear cotton t-shirts.”

With X-rated underwear underneath, but he didn’t think that’s what she was getting at. “So do I.”

She took two steps back. “I don’t have size triple D breasts.”

Riley’s gaze dropped to her chest. “Your breasts are perfect.” He took two steps toward her.

“Oh.” She flushed. “I’m not your type.”

“I don’t have a type.”

“But—”

“Forget it. Yes I do. My type is you.”

He swore he could see her melt. But he wasn’t finished so he kept going, “You have a compassion inside you that is beautiful. You want to help kids. You’re incredibly book smart. I love that about you.” Riley ticked off all the things he admired about her. “You have a passion for others. You have edges.”

“I have edges!” she cried desperately.

“I love your edges,” he said decisively.

“No, you don’t.”

“I do.” Riley stepped into her personal space, so close they were almost touching. “I also love when those edges soften and sweeten, just for me.”

“Oh, they do not.” She propped her fists on her hips but she leaned into him.

He grinned. He couldn’t help it. “Yes, they do.” He brushed a stray curl off her cheek and stared into her pale, blue eyes. He demanded again, “Come home with me.”

“You’re crazy,” she whispered.

“Crazy for you,” he whispered back. He was crazy about her. He loved her smart mouth. Loved how she called him on his bull. Loved how she gave with her entire heart. Loved her. Which was crazy. He certainly couldn’t confess that right this moment, she’d never believe him.

“Really, Stone?” But she didn’t back away.

He shrugged. He couldn’t completely turn it off. “It’s true.” And then he kissed her.

Riley wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her into the shelter of his body. Di hesitated, her mouth tentative and her palms hovered inches from his chest.

He poured every bit of thanks into the kiss. Thankful she came into the office and hired GHR. Thankful Jack didn’t agree and go to Jolo with her instead. Thankful for the universe for throwing them together and forcing her to spend time with him. Thankful for her calling him on his bullshit and yet not giving up on him.

Her lean angular body melted against his. Riley took two steps back, pulled her with him, until he rested on the edge of Jack’s desk.

Di’s hands slid up his chest, and over his shoulders as he spread his legs and pulled her tighter into the deep V. Her sex hit right at his fully-aroused cock. He’d been hard since she started arguing with him.

Riley scooted further back and knocked the blotter aside, which created a chain reaction and the picture and pen clattered to the floor.

With every fiber of his being he prayed that Jack had condoms in his desk. Riley pulled her closer, tighter, not wanting to give her any room to change her mind. She was his.

Di melted into Riley’s embrace.

As if he wanted to anchor her to him, he pulled her closer and slid his hands over her ribs and cupped her breasts under his white t-shirt.

She arched into the erotic touch. Arousal flushed through her. Goosebumps prickled over her skin at his firm, knowing strokes. With each caress, he ignited a separate erogenous zone. Oh God. She couldn’t resist this, him. She wanted him on top of her, inside her, she craved him like a drug.

“I want you,” he confessed between drugging kisses. “Bad.”

Oh thank goodness they were on the same page. But—”What about your rules?” No condoms.

Riley broke away from their embrace and circled the desk. “Pretty sure Jack has condoms in his desk.” He yanked open the top drawer. He held up a foil package in triumph then tossed it on the desktop. Riley hastily headed back around to the front of the desk and Di.

“I’ll be sure to get disgusted by that later.” She ripped his shirt over his head, while he unsnapped her pants. Now that she’d committed to the idea, she wanted to move at lightning speed.

“Wait.” Riley grabbed her hands and held them tight to stop her from touching him.

But she wasn’t stopping now. Di grinned with glee. “We’re not waiting.”

“You’re sure?”

“Hell, yes.”

Riley let go of her hands and pulled her shirt over her head. His thumbs rubbed over her lace-covered breasts and he smiled when her nipples stood at attention. “God, you’re pretty.”

Di flushed and averted her gaze from his, taking a moment to savor his exquisite body. His stomach muscles rippled and his biceps flexed in the glow from the desk lamp. His stubble was two days old and dusted his jaw and upper lip with dark hair. The beard emphasized his stunning, clever lips as he smiled at her before he dove back in to torment her breasts.

Di’s sex tingled and her knees weakened as he nipped a path down the middle of her breastbone. Riley’s fingers were tight on her hips as he held her still for his sensual assault.

She worked at his zipper, taking time to caress the large bulge of his cock.

He groaned against her belly button as she finally pushed his cargo pants down enough to wrap her hand around his girth. She almost crumpled into a puddle of desire as he pulsed in her grip.

He was big. And thick. And primed.

A drop of pre-come glistened on the head of his cock and Di wanted fiercely to taste him. Before he could stop her, she leaned over and lapped delicately at the proof of his desire. Riley jerked involuntarily and she moaned and sucked the head into her mouth. He tasted good and felt even better.

“Let me go down on you,” she begged.

He laughed softly. “While I love hearing that, it’s got to wait.” His fingers dipped inside her lace panties and curled against her dripping sex. “You’re so wet.”

With a slick move, he slid one thick finger into her silken channel, then two, priming her for his cock.

Di rocked her hips to the rhythm of his hand and continued to rub her thumb over the tip of his cock.

“Fuck me.” He groaned and grabbed the condom.

“Yes, please.”

He ripped open the package and rolled the latex over his erection.

She was pushing her pants down her thighs. Di made a sound of frustration, she still had her boots on and wouldn’t be able to get her pants off fast.

“Fuck. I can’t wait. Stand up and turn around,” he commanded. Riley bent her over the massive desk and shoved her pants down to her knees.

Di whimpered as he spread her legs as wide as the restrictive clothing allowed. He rubbed her wetness over her sex, teasing her. “Now Riley.”

Riley positioned himself behind her. She could feel the roughness of his hairy thighs against the back of hers and his cock head rubbed along her slit. Di tilted her hips back. Ready to beg again.

She needed him inside her, now.

As if he understood, Riley slid home. The head of his cock hit her cervix and the root spread her wide. His balls slammed against her engorged sex. He was everywhere, his fingers tight on her hips as he set a brutal pace, slamming in and out of her. Each thrust tormented her, filled her, overwhelmed her, until she hurtled into orgasm. Her vision dimmed, went white as she held onto the desk and held on for dear life as he thrust, once, twice, three times and then he came in hot hard jets, his cock pressing, expanding her walls until she thought she’d pass out.

Di’s knees buckled and she would have collapsed against the desk if Riley wasn’t holding her up. He bowed back against the power of his orgasm as he pulsed inside her.

Di’s heart pounded hard from the most explosive orgasm of her life. It was a wonder she was still conscious.

He surrounded her, his arms tight around her waist and his legs bracketing hers.

As conscious thought returned, she knew it would be easy to just sink into the swirl of sexual completion and avoid any kind of strife. But Di knew they needed to address some things. And she knew he’d handle her need to talk about it right now, because Riley could handle anything thrown at him. It was one of the things she admired most about him.

“We need to talk.”

Riley smiled against her spine. He was still slumped over her back, his heart pounding against her, his hands holding onto her as if he never wanted to let her go. He pressed light kisses along her vertebrae, still buried balls deep inside her.

They couldn’t talk like this. Di wouldn’t be able to concentrate. Plus she wanted to see his face while they talked. He prolonged the contact for another few minutes, until she wiggled her hips.

“Give me a minute.” Finally Riley pulled out of her and disposed of the condom. Di pulled her pants up to her waist, grabbed the white t-shirt and covered up her body, then walked around the desk to drop into Jack’s chair. Her heart was still pounding and her body still throbbed. There was no way she’d be able to stand for this discussion.

“Why were you the one to take me to Jolo?”

 Riley raised a brow as he yanked up his pants. “That’s what you want to talk about?”

Not really. “Yes.”

Riley sat back down on the desktop, his body still very close to hers, his chest still bare and distracting.

“Jack knew that besides the fact that I have the most experience in country, I believe in what you’re doing for those kids,” Riley replied.

And that’s when she knew. Riley was the right guy. The man who had similar interests, who felt passionately about making a difference, who would love her for who she was, and nothing else.

Now she just had to convince him of that. “Why didn’t you take Nanette up on her offer?”

“I don’t want Nanette.” Riley narrowed his eyes, clearly annoyed. “I want you. I’d think that was pretty obvious since you were just bent over the desk and I was buried inside you.”

“Careful, your charm is slipping.” But she didn’t care. She realized that Riley charmed everyone because that was how he got along. But he didn’t charm her. He didn’t need to.

“So?” Now his tone was almost belligerent. “It doesn’t work on you anyway.”

“I worked hard to resist you on the outside.”

“You seem to be doing a bang up job of it,” he said sulkily.

Di leaned forward and brushed a lock of hair from his suspicious eyes. “But I have a confession.”

He perked up at that.

Di’s heart pounded. This was scary. And life-altering. But if they were going to go on, they needed to begin in the right place. And she realized that he’d bared his soul, now it was her turn. She stood up. Re-energized. “I was so busy resisting your outside charms, that I fell for what’s on the inside.”

“Really?” He wrapped his arms around her waist, as if he knew that just confessing that made her want to bolt.

“Really.” She smiled at him. Her perfect hero was Riley. Even though he wasn’t perfect at all, just a charming man with his own set of issues. “You’re perfect for me.”

His arms tightened around her waist. Riley slanted his head and began to kiss her again.

She stopped him. “Or maybe it’s just the sex,” she teased.

“All part of my evil plan to stun you with such incredible sex that you’d be too sated to do anything but agree to come home with me.” Riley grinned.

It had definitely worked. Not that she’d let him give him that satisfaction. “Hmm. Not sure it worked.”

Riley laughed and lifted her into his arms. He turned and lay her over the desk and began all over again. “Well, I’ll never give up. Let’s try again.”

Twenty minutes later, Di was sprawled over the top of Jack’s desk. Riley was sprawled over top of her. His head rested on her breastbone, her heart thudded against his ear as he played with her ridiculously sensitive nipples and gave thanks for the fact that she’d said yes. And that Jack had condoms in his desk.

The lamp shade was cockeyed and they were both butt naked.

The outer door to the office banged open.

“Riley?” Con’s deep voice called out from the outer office.

“Shit,” Di whispered.

“Con. Wait a minute.”

“Everything okay?”

Riley lowered his forehead to her neck, his shoulders shaking with mirth. “It’s great. We just need a minute.”

“We?” Con started laughing. “Are you desecrating Jack’s desk?”

Riley heard what sounded like Ava shushing Con’s laughter. And suddenly he remembered those papers on the floor.

“We’ll be out in a few.”

Di was shoving at his shoulders frantically trying to push him off her so she could get up. But the movement was doing pretty fabulous things to her sweet pert breasts. And Riley couldn’t help himself. He bent to give each one a slow sensuous kiss and suckled her, rolling each taut nipple on his tongue. And Di’s fists stopped beating on his shoulders as she arched her back and pulled him closer.

Screw it.

Con and Ava had to wait a lot longer than a minute.

 

***

Additional books in the Family Stone series:

 

Still the One (Family Stone #4 Jack)

Jar of Hearts (Family Stone #5 Shane and Keisha)

Queen of Hearts (Family Stone #6 Shelley) out 12/21/14

 

Thank you for reading the Family Stone Holiday Box Set. I hope you enjoyed reading about the Stone siblings! If you did enjoy this novella, below are a few ways you can help a writer out!!

 

Good: Lend the book to a friend

 

Better: Recommend the book to your friends

 

Best: Leave a review at Amazon, BN, Goodreads, Google, Apple, Kobo, All Romance...basically any place they sell eBooks. Every review helps my work get out to other readers and I cannot even express how much it means to me when you let people know you liked my work. Readers have so many choices nowadays and limited dollars to spend. It can be difficult to take a chance on a new author even if the premise sounds appealing. By reviewing books, you give other readers insight into the story world and help them make informed purchases.

 

Thank you, thank you, thank you for your support!!

 

p.s. Would you like to know when my next book is available? You can sign up for my new release email list/newsletter at Lisa’s Latest News





~RILEY'S RULES~

 

1. Never have sex without a condom and another form of protection

 

2. Never be deliberately mean

 

3. Never have sex without a condom and another form of protection

 

4. Always have something positive to say

 

5. Never have sex without a condom and another form of protection

 

6. Always have your sibling's back

 

7. Never have sex without a condom and another form of protection

 

8. No sex with clients

 

9. Never have sex without a condom and another form of protection

 

10. Never do more than lightly flirt with co-workers

 





Books by Lisa Hughey

Black Cipher Files Romantic Suspense

The Encounter, A Prequel to Blowback

Blowback

Betrayals

Burned

 

The Seven

Archangel Rafe

Archangel Zach…Coming Soon

 

Snow Creek Christmas 

Love on Main Street: A Snow Creek Christmas – 7 Author anthology

One Silent Night (from Love on Main Street)

Miracle on Main Street (standalone novella)

 

Family Stone Romantic Suspense

Stone Cold Heart, (Jess, Family Stone #1)

Carved in Stone (Connor, Family Stone #2)

Heart of Stone (Riley, Family Stone #3)

Still the One (Jack, Family Stone #4)

Jar of Hearts (Keisha & Shane, Family Stone #5)

Queen of Hearts (Shelley, Family Stone #6)

 

Family Stone Box Set (Stone Cold Heart, Carved in Stone, Heart of Stone, Still the One, & Jar of Hearts) 

 

Cold as Stone (John, Family Stone #7)…Coming Soon

 

 





About Lisa

USA Today Bestselling Author Lisa Hughey has been writing romance since the fourth grade, which was also about the time she began her love affair with spies. Harriet and Nancy Drew and the Hardy Boys later gave way to James Bond and Lara Croft and Jason Bourne. Exploring the complex nature of a profession that requires subterfuge and lies fascinates her. She loves combining her two passions into fiction. As evidenced by her Black Cipher Files series.

Archangel Rafe was her first foray into the paranormal but after spending time in the Angelic Realm, it won't be her last. At their heart, the Seven novels are about the dynamics of family relationships. But the really hot Archangels don't hurt.

And recently she's been immersed in the Stone Family novellas, stories about a blended family of brothers and a sister who have a lot more in common than they realize. But of course she couldn't just write about family and romance. There are complex plots, bad guys, and suspense too.

Lisa loves to hear from readers and has various places you can connect with her, although, shh, Twitter is her favorite. 

Follow Lisa on Twitter

Sign Up for Lisa’s Latest News

Visit Lisa on the Web

Her Group Blog, the Pens Fatales

Follow Lisa’s Boards on Pinterest

Email Lisa

Be Lisa's Friend on Goodreads

Like Lisa on Facebook at Lisa Hughey: My Books





Excerpt from Still the One

Family Stone #4 Jack

 

Bliss Lee rubbed her damp palms over her navy blue, Federally-approved pantsuit, and forced herself not to pace the elegantly appointed CEO’s office of Adams-Larson International and Associates, lovingly and humorously dubbed ALIAS by the employees. She was the ‘Associates’ part of the agency. Which was fine by her. She didn’t want the responsibility of running the whole shebang. She’d rather concentrate on their special clients.

“Relax,” Jillian Larson, her boss, friend, and co-chairman of Adams-Larsen directed and threw up hands. “He’s just a guy.”

But Jack Stone wasn’t just a guy. He was The Guy. The one who got away, even though she’d initiated their break-up. The one who, despite her attempts to find another guy, ruined her for every other man she’d ever been intimate with. Except that had been their problem. Jack Stone didn’t really know how to be intimate.

Sex, yes. Emotional intimacy, no.

He’d been excellent at the sex part. But he’d never bared his private self to her. Although she’d had her own issues with being completely honest, she’d tried as much as she could. Her lack of honesty was more omission than lying. But her awkward half-attempts and Jack’s inability had been too much strain for their young relationship. And once he’d joined the Navy, she’d been done.

Unfortunately, Bliss had never found another bond close to what she’d had with Jack, flaws and all. Even her ex-husband couldn’t measure up to Jack Stone. And after a long two years of trying to make their marriage work, they had, less than amicably, decided to end it. Her ex-husband had accused her of hiding things. And she had been. Most of all she’d been hiding the fact that she was still in love with a man she’d kicked out years earlier.

Bliss’s throat tightened. “Keep telling me that.”

Jillian raised one exquisitely-groomed blond eyebrow and smirked. “Gladly.” Her friend was perfectly put together in her signature pencil skirt in black and a fitted black jacket with a flirty peplum accent.

Bliss couldn’t pull off that outfit in a million years. Jill looked sophisticated, sexy, and in charge. Bliss stuck to borderline masculine suits and darted white or blue broadcloth shirts.

The intercom crackled. “Your appointment has arrived,” Marissa said pleasantly through the communication system.

Bliss’s heart boomed in her chest, furious and nearly out-of-control.

Jill’s hand wrapped around Bliss’s wrist tightly, grounding her, reining her in. Bliss took a deep breath, gathered her scattered composure, and nodded. “Ready.”

“Show him in,” Jillian said calmly to Marissa.

The perfunctory knock was quick and then the door swung open. Bliss forced herself to turn, braced for the impact of seeing Jack Stone again.

Jack strode into the office like he owned it. Dressed in khaki cargo pants and a black t-shirt, the cotton strained across his forty-six inch chest, his huge biceps tested the hem of his short sleeves. He had a canvas duffel slung over his shoulder and a multi-dial watch strapped to his solid, thick wrist.

He didn’t falter when his gaze connected with hers, but she was pretty sure his shoulders tightened almost imperceptibly. They locked gazes, his ever-changing hazel eyes appeared almost pure green today and mesmerized her with their intensity.

The shock of his penetrating regard held her immobile. She damned her extreme visceral reaction as stunning emotions and images from years ago waterfalled through her brain; Joy, Jack laughing as he picked her up and swung her around like she was a kid; Love, Jack lying in bed, sheets tangled around his legs, his large chest bare, arm propped behind his head, eager smile on his face, as he waited impatiently for her to join him; Lust, Jack with water droplets running down his body and disappearing into the wrap of his towel, the bulge of his erection a sign of his passion; Pain, Jack’s stunned expression when she told him goodbye; and finally despair, the stark, unrelenting ache that gripped her for weeks and months after he’d left.

Each image and the emotion behind the remembrance pierced her heart, until she was sure she must be bleeding out onto Jill’s intricately woven, twenty-thousand-dollar Persian carpet.

Jack stopped in front of Jillian, dropped his duffel to the floor, and held out his solid, wide palm. “Jack Stone.” His hands were big and scarred and tough, just like the rest of him. Those hands had caressed every inch of her body and brought her to heights of ecstasy that she hadn’t climbed since he’d left.

He looked good. Damn him. Better than good, great. He had some new lines around his eyes, and his hair was a little longer. His face had matured, the softness of the young adult he’d been was now honed to a sharpness that only ramped up his attractiveness. A thin strip of hair was missing from his right eyebrow, a white scar creased the arch, and her heart stopped as she recognized that the missing strip was likely from a bullet graze.

He’d almost had his head blown off.

She swallowed down the fear that mushroomed through her. Based on the faded whiteness of the scar, the damage had happened a long time ago.

He’d filled out since she’d last seen him, and he’d already been big to begin with. His physical size had been comforting and engendered a feeling of safety and security for a girl who’d had far too much upheaval and violence in her early life.

Not that Jack knew anything about that, of course. She’d never told him about her childhood. She wasn’t supposed to tell anyone. Ever.

Jillian introduced herself, then said, “This is my associate, Bliss Lee.”

Jack nodded briefly at Bliss, but didn’t offer his hand. Instead he propped his hand on his waist. “We’ve met.”

We’ve met? We’ve met? That’s it? That was how he was going to acknowledge their history to her boss?
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